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THE CHALLENGES FACING THE NEXT 
COMMISSIONER OF SOCIAL SECURITY 


FRIDAY, APRIL 26, 2013 

U.S. House of Representatives, 

Committee on Ways and Means, 
Subcommittee on Social Security, 

Washington, DC. 

The subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 9:30 a.m., in Room 
B-318, Rayburn House Office Building, the Honorable Sam John- 
son [chairman of the subcommittee] presiding. 

[The advisory of the hearing follows:] 


( 1 ) 



2 


HEARING ADVISORY 

FROM THE COMMITTEE ON WAYS AND MEANS 

Chairman Johnson Announces Hearing on 
The Challenges Facing the Next 
Commissioner of Social Security 

B-318 Rayburn House Office Building at 9:30 AM 
Washington, April 19, 2013 

U.S. Congressman Sam Johnson (R-TX), Chairman of the House Committee on 
Ways and Means Subcommittee on Social Security, today announced a hearing on 
the challenges facing the next Commissioner of Social Security. The hearing will 
take place on Friday, April 26, 2013, in B-318 Rayburn House Office Build- 
ing, beginning at 9:30 a.m. 

In view of the limited time available to hear witnesses, oral testimony at this 
hearing will be from invited witnesses only. However, any individual or organization 
not scheduled for an oral appearance may submit a written statement for consider- 
ation by the Subcommittee and for inclusion in the printed record of the hearing. 

BACKGROUND : 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) is responsible for delivering services 
that impact the lives of nearly every American. In fiscal year 2012, the SSA paid 
over 65 million people a total of more than $800 billion in retirement, survivors, dis- 
ability, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits. During the same year, the 
SSA processed over 5 million retirement and survivor applications and 3.2 million 
disability applications, posted 245 million earnings items to workers’ records, as- 
sisted nearly 45 million visitors at their local offices, and completed more than 56 
million transactions on their National 800 number. In addition to serving the public, 
the SSA completed 443,000 medical continuing disability reviews and 2.6 million 
SSI redeterminations as part of its program integrity work. 

As the nation ages, the SSA will continue to face unprecedented service delivery 
demands even as it moves to automate many of its core functions. With Congress 
and the President agreeing on nearly static annual SSA budgets for the last three 
years, along with tight budgetary caps for future federal agency spending, the SSA 
has reached a crossroad in terms of how it will continue to deliver services to the 
public in a constrained fiscal environment. 

In response, the SSA is already operating under a self-imposed hiring freeze for 
the last 2.5 years and has reduced the hours its offices are open to the public. At 
the same time, the agency has significantly increased online services, where today 
46 percent of retirement applications and 33 percent of disability applications are 
being filed on line. 

In March 2011, the Social Security Advisory Board (SSAB) issued a report, “A Vi- 
sion of the Future for the Social Security Administration” criticizing the lack of stra- 
tegic planning by SSA. To meet its mission, the SSAB urged the agency to prepare 
itself to manage its current and future mission-related objectives, including critical 
post-entitlement and program integrity activities, and efficiently use existing finan- 
cial and other resources to balance its service delivery policies with its stewardship 
responsibilities. 

The SSA will be led by a new Commissioner once the President chooses his nomi- 
nee and the Senate completes its confirmation process. Former Commissioner Mi- 
chael J. Astrue’s six-year term expired in January 2013. Carolyn Colvin, who served 
as the Deputy Commissioner, is currently serving as Acting Commissioner until a 
new Commissioner is confirmed. 
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In announcing the hearing, Social Security Subcommittee Chairman Sam Johnson 
(R-TX) said, “Today, nearly 10,000 Americans sign up for retirement benefits 
every day. The recession coupled with a slow economic recovery has re- 
sulted in a wave of new disability claims, increased backlogs and growing 
wait times for a frustrated public. Moreover, the Disability Insurance pro- 
gram remains on the Government Accountability Office’s “High Risk” list. 
With ever increasing demands on Social Security, the time is now for bold 
and decisive leadership by the next Commissioner of Social Security. This 
hearing will lay the groundwork for the challenges facing the new Commis- 
sioner and strategies for how best to address them, in order to adequately 
meet the needs of the American people.” 

FOCUS OF THE HEARING : 

The hearing will focus on the challenges facing the next Commissioner, including 
those related to service delivery capacity, human capital management, strategic 
planning, information technology, physical infrastructure and the agency’s ability to 
effectively administer Social Security programs. 

DETAII.S FOR SUBMISSION OF WRITTEN COMMENTS: 

Please Note: Any person(s) and/or organization(s) wishing to submit for the hear- 
ing record must follow the appropriate link on the hearing page of the Committee 
website and complete the informational forms. From the Committee homepage, 
http:llwaysandmeans.house.govl , select “Hearings.” Select the hearing for which you 
would like to submit, and click on the link entitled, “Click here to provide a submis- 
sion for the record.” Once you have followed the online instructions, submit all re- 
quested information. ATTACH your submission as a Word or WordPerfect docu- 
ment, in compliance with the formatting requirements listed below, by the close 
of business on Friday, May 10, 2013. Finally, please note that due to the change 
in House mail policy, the U.S. Capitol Police will refuse sealed-package deliveries 
to all House Office Buildings. For questions, or if you encounter technical problems, 
please call (202) 225-1721 or (202) 225-3625. 

FORMATTING REQUIREMENTS : 

The Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official hearing 
record. As always, submissions will be included in the record according to the discre- 
tion of the Committee. The Committee will not alter the content of your submission, 
but we reserve the right to format it according to our guidelines. Any submission 
provided to the Committee by a witness, any supplementary materials submitted for 
the printed record, and any written comments in response to a request for written 
comments must conform to the guidelines listed below. Any submission or supple- 
mentary item not in compliance with these guidelines will not be printed, but will 
be maintained in the Committee files for review and use by the Committee. 

1. All submissions and supplementary materials must be provided in Word or WordPerfect 
format and MUST NOT exceed a total of 10 pages, including attachments. Witnesses and sub- 
mitters are advised that the Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official 
hearing record. 

2. Copies of whole documents submitted as exhibit material will not be accepted for printing. 
Instead, exhibit material should be referenced and quoted or paraphrased. All exhibit material 
not meeting these specifications will be maintained in the Committee files for review and use 
by the Committee. 

3. All submissions must include a list of all clients, persons and/or organizations on whose 
behalf the witness appears. A supplemental sheet must accompany each submission listing the 
name, company, address, telephone, and fax numbers of each witness. 

The Committee seeks to make its facilities accessible to persons with disabilities. 
If you are in need of special accommodations, please call 202-225-1721 or 202-226- 
3411 TTD/TTY in advance of the event (four business days’ notice is requested). 
Questions with regard to special accommodation needs in general (including avail- 
ability of Committee materials in alternative formats) may be directed to the Com- 
mittee as noted above. 
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Note: All Committee advisories and news releases are available on the World 
Wide Web at http:llwww.voaysandmeans.house.govl . 


Chairman JOHNSON. Good morning to both of you. 

Every 6 years, a new Commissioner is nominated and confirmed 
to lead the Social Security Administration. Congress deliberately 
created a term that might straddle political changes in the execu- 
tive branch to underscore the importance of strong and inde- 
pendent leadership of this agency that touches the lives of evep^ 
American. Former Commissioner Astrue’s 6-year term expired in 
January. Carolyn Colvin, formally the Deputy Commissioner, is 
currently serving as Acting Commissioner until a new Commis- 
sioner is confirmed. 

Every new Commissioner should first and foremost make sure 
that Social Security serves the American public well. Every Com- 
missioner faces challenges at Social Security, some new, some that 
seem to never go away, and it will be no different for the next Com- 
missioner. 

As part of its oversight responsibilities, this subcommittee takes 
the time to lay out the challenges facing the new Commissioner 
and strategies for how best to address them in order to meet the 
needs of the American public. Today, Social Security stands at a 
crucial crossroads, and it is going to be up to the new Commis- 
sioner to pick the right path. 

But no matter what path he or she chooses, two facts are indis- 
putable. First, Social Security faces a predictable workload. Not 
only are on average 10,000 baby boomers applying for benefits each 
day, but applications for disability triggered by the great recession 
and weak recovery have never been higher. In just 4 years, the 
number of applications has grown from 2.3 million in 2008 to 3.2 
million last year. That is an increase of 40 percent. 

Worse, in recent years the number of people filing for benefits far 
exceeded the number of new jobs being created. Since 2010, the av- 
erage number of people filing for disability benefits is just over 
249,000. At the same time, the average number of new jobs created 
is about 148,000 each month. For the sake of the disability pro- 
gram and the sake of our great country, we have got to grow our 
economy and get Americans back to work. 

Second, budget constraints are not going away. Congress has re- 
peatedly approved bipartisan legislation signed into law by the 
President placing stringent and necessary spending caps on appro- 
priations, including President Obama’s sequestration proposal. To 
assist the next Commissioner, I have asked the Government Ac- 
countability Office, or GAO, to take a look at the key challenges 
facing Social Security and what Social Security is doing about 
them. And as we will soon hear. Social Security’s key management 
challenges include workforce planning, managing its disability pro- 
grams, modernizing information technology, and effectively uti- 
lizing its office space. 

GAO concludes that Social Security needs a long-term strategy 
to address all these issues, which it doesn’t have today. The Social 
Security Inspector General agrees, and several important watchdog 
groups, including the Social Security Advisory Board, have already 
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called on Social Security to move quickly on developing a long-term 
plan. Congress and the President have also called for a long-term 
strategy in the agency’s funding for fiscal year 2012. Then Social 
Security was directed to work with the National Academy of Public 
Administration to produce a long-range strategic plan. But to date, 
Social Security has failed to act. I will urge the new Commissioner 
to make this a priority after confirmation. 

As we all know, this subcommittee continues to take a hard look 
at the challenges Social Security faces in managing the disability 
program. In spite of the vast number of people who still wait over 
a year for a hearing, I was outraged to learn that the union which 
represents Administrative Law Judges just filed a lawsuit in Fed- 
eral Court asking for an injunction against Social Security’s guide- 
lines for judges, to handle 500 to 700 cases a year. The union 
claims these goals are illegal quotas and that management’s efforts 
to meet Congress and the public expectations for timely decisions 
interfere with the judges’ decision-making independence. I have 
talked to Federal judges. They don’t think that is unreasonable, by 
the way. 

This is the same union that argues that these highly paid Fed- 
eral employees, who have no performance standards and cannot be 
fired without going through a time-consuming and expensive proc- 
ess, should be allowed to work at home at least 1 day a week. 

Let me be clear. No one is telling any judge what decision to 
make, so their independence is protected, and despite what the 
union argues, in fiscal year 2012, 79 percent of the judges were 
hearing at least 500 cases a year — 79 percent, not very good, huh? 
Most taxpayers would be surprised to learn that last year the 
union representing judges spent $1 million in taxpayer dollars not 
on holding hearings, but on union activities. That is enough to fund 
a full year’s salary for nine judges. In fact, total taxpayer dollars 
spent by all four unions at Social Security reached $14.3 million 
last year, enough to fund a full year’s salary for about 206 employ- 
ees. 

You would love to have that in your automobile dealership, 
wouldn’t you? 

Taxpayers fund the operations of this program and the essential 
benefits Social Security provides. They have a right to expect the 
agency will be well managed. To that end, I hope our hearing will 
help the President nominate the kind of experience, talented and 
decisive leader Social Security and America needs, wants, and de- 
serves. 

Chairman JOHNSON. I now recognize the ranking member, Mr. 
Becerra, for his opening remarks, anything you care to say. 

Mr. BECERRA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Mr. Chairman, I am pleased that we are doing this hearing on 
Social Security today. Social Security, as I have always said, is a 
bedrock of American society. In nearly 78 years. Social Security has 
weathered 13 recessions and during that time it has always paid 
benefits in full and on time. But Social Security will face challenges 
in the future. In roughly a quarter of a century, we know that be- 
cause of the baby boom generation retiring we have to deal with 
the fact that we have more people retiring and fewer people work- 
ing to pay in benefits, and so we do have to face these challenges. 



6 


And with all due respect to our distinguished panel, I am con- 
cerned that we don’t have all the right experts here today to talk 
about what is clearly the biggest challenge facing the new Social 
Security Commissioner: budget cuts that have left the Social Secu- 
rity Administration without enough resources to serve the public 
the way the public would like and the way Social Security should 
serve all of those who paid into the system. 

Americans, remember, have contributed 

[Audio malfunction in hearing room.] 

Mr. BECERRA. OK, are we back? And, Mr. Chairman, if I could 
just make sure that — the clock kept running while we were stalled 
there, so if you could just do me a favor and grant me a little extra 
time there. 

But as I was saying, with all due respect to our panel who I be- 
lieve have always provided us with excellent testimony as distin- 
guished witnesses, I am concerned that not all the right experts 
are here today to talk about what is clearly the biggest challenge 
facing the new Social Security Commissioner. As I said, it is budget 
cuts, budget cuts that have left the Social Security Administration 
without enough resources to serve the public the way Social Secu- 
rity should and the way Americans want the program they have 
paid for to serve them. 

And let’s not forget, Americans have paid for their Social Secu- 
rity. Every paycheck, we take money out of their check to pay for 
Social Security and Medicare. Yet this Congress has prevented So- 
cial Security Administration from investing what is needed in order 
to provide Americans with the services that they have paid for. 

Let’s remember, even before the budget cuts. Social Security was 
extremely efficient, spending something around a penny, actually 
less than a penny on program administration for every dollar it 
spends paying the benefits American workers have earned. 

So who is missing from today’s hearing? Well, Mr. Chairman, as 
I discussed with you before and as I indicated in the letter that I 
sent to you, and I would like to submit that for the record at this 
stage 

Chairman JOHNSON. Without objection. 

Mr. BECERRA. Thank you. We don’t have the Commissioner, the 
person who is in charge of running the entire agency here to tell 
us what the challenges are that she will face in leading the Social 
Security Administration. We don’t have any of the front line em- 
ployees from the district offices in our districts that provide the 
services every day to Americans who have earned their Social Secu- 
rity benefits. And certainly, as you can see at this table, we don’t 
have anyone who is an American citizen who is receiving benefits 
and could tell us: These are the challenges I think the agency faces 
as I walk through the doors to receive the benefits that I have paid 
for. 

Mr. Chairman, there are consequences in not funding Social Se- 
curity properly. And I have pulled together some charts that we 
can see here today. Three years of cuts have taken a toll on Social 
Security. 

We can go to the next slide. 
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Let’s remember, the number of people that have been paying into 
and are now beginning to collect their benefits because they paid 
into it is not shrinking, it is growing. 

Next slide. 

At the same time what has happened to the budget of the Social 
Security Administration while it tries to serve a growing popu- 
lation of people who have earned benefits? It has been shrinking. 

Next slide. 

What is the result? Well, Social Security at some point had to 
give. And what has happened is you see that staff reductions have 
occurred throughout the United States, an average of a 10 percent 
cut. So one in 10 of those workers we saw a few years back are 
no longer there. In some places it is as high as one in every five 
of those Social Security workers is no longer there providing serv- 
ices. 

Next chart. 

What has happened to the caseload of people coming to the So- 
cial Security Administration’s offices? Well, you can see it is not 
shrinking at a time that we are shrinking the budget. It continues 
to increase increase. 

Next slide. 

What happens to the wait time that people now are experiencing, 
Americans who paid for these benefits, what is going on right now? 
You can see it right there. People are waiting twice as long just to 
get on the phone to talk to folks. This is like going to the grocery 
store and the grocer saying: I am going to tell their cashiers to go 
take their break or take a furlough at the time that I am most 
busiest with the most patrons in my ^ocery store trying to shop 
and pay for the goods that they are going to get ready to pay for. 

Next slide. 

What is the result? Well, remember, most of us on this com- 
mittee have been working for some time to reduce the backlog of 
American citizens who are waiting in some cases years to receive 
the benefits they paid for. We took a course of action a few years 
back to provide Social Security with the resources it needed to deal 
with that, and there is where you see the downtrend in the number 
of disability wait times, the amount of time. Guess what has hap- 
pened as a result of the budget cuts? You see it creeping back up 
again. 

Next slide. 

By the way, when we talk about the disability wait times, re- 
member, we are talking about people waiting 500 days, over a year. 
We got that down to about 150 days by fiscal year 2011. But now 
it is going up again, as you can see there in that chart that we re- 
verted you back to. That is what happens when you underfund the 
agency even though it has the money to pay because people have 
paid for those things. 

Next chart. 

Unprocessed work. Well, we talked about the disability casework 
that is not being handled in a timely way. This unprocessed work 
is work that has not yet begun to be processed. You can see what 
is happening. It is mounting and mounting, and these are cases 
that at some point will have to be opened. 

Next chart. 
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The worst perhaps sin I think that we can think of is the fact 
that when we know that we can save money — and I think our two 
witnesses that are here today can talk about this — when we go 
after the cases of abuse where people, maybe even by innocent mis- 
take, claim benefits when they shouldn’t be getting them, we 
should be able to go after that. We know we save $9 for every dol- 
lar we use to do those reviews of people to ensure the integrity of 
the system. We can’t even get the funding for that. It has been cut. 

Mr. Chairman, we need to move forward. We need to make sure 
that we all face the challenges that Social Security will encounter 
together. Social Security has been a bedrock of our Nation. People 
have paid for this. And so I would just urge us to work together 
to make sure that we have the full testimony of everyone who can 
add some good word on what we can do. 

I look forward to the testimony of our two witnesses who I know 
will add a great deal. I hope at some point soon, Mr. Chairman, 
we will finally have a hearing in this committee with jurisdiction 
on the issue of the Social Security Administration’s budget which 
has been cut to the point where American citizens and those who 
paid into this are paying the price. Yield back. 

Chairman JOHNSON. The gentleman’s time has expired. 

Chairman JOHNSON. And I am going to make a couple of points 
in response to what the Ranking Member said. 

Number one, we have got at least three judges out there in Social 
Security that do not handle any cases. And they are wanting our 
judges to handle less than what they do right now. 

I would like to make a couple of points. First, the percent of the 
people rating Social Security as excellent, good, or very good 
reached 81 percent in 2012, up 3 percent since 2010. Second, fail- 
ing to get our fiscal house in order will jeopardize the very safety 
net the Ranking Member cares so much about. And at the close of 
fiscal year 2009, the year President Obama took office, our Nation’s 
debt was $11.8 trillion, and this year it is going to reach $17 tril- 
lion. And under the President’s budget, an additional $8 trillion of 
debt will be added. 

The fact is the President, along with the Democrats and Repub- 
licans, have agreed to Social Security’s funding levels. The appro- 
priators have kept Social Security’s budget level when most other 
agencies have seen sharp declines. 

I will end this by saying, as the authorizing committee for this 
essential program we need to focus on what we can change. We can 
start by worfing together to remove outdated provisions in the law 
to help the agency more effectively serve the public. 

As is customary, any member is welcome to submit a statement 
for the hearing record. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Before we move on to our testimony 
today, I want to remind our witnesses to please limit their oral 
statement to 5 minutes. However, without objection, all of the writ- 
ten testimony will be made part of the hearing record. 

We have one witness panel today. Seated at the table are Patrick 
O’Carroll Jr., Inspector General, Social Security Administration; 
and Dan Bertoni, the Director of Education, Workforce, and Income 
Security Issues at the U.S. Government Accountability Office. 

Welcome to both of you for being here. 
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And Mr. O’Carroll, please go ahead with your testimony. 

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE PATRICK P. O’CARROLL, JR., 
INSPECTOR GENERAL, SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Good morning, Chairman Johnson, Ranking 
Member Becerra, and Members of the Subcommittee. Thank you 
very much for having me here today. 

The next Commissioner of Social Security faces challenges that 
require forward thinking and long-term planning. SSA has been a 
model of government customer service for more than 75 years. To 
continue that record of success, the agency must invest in informa- 
tion technology, modernize systems and services, and focus on pro- 
gram integrity. And SSA must achieve this in a national spotlight 
shining on Federal spending and entitlement program solvency. 

More people are coming to Social Security at a time when re- 
sources and staffing are limited. SSA must improve strategic plan- 
ning and take greater advantage of technology to meet this de- 
mand. For example, the agency expects to receive almost half of all 
benefit claims online by the end of the fiscal year. Future genera- 
tions will expect to do all business with SSA electronically. SSA’s 
strategic plan, however, does not include a detailed roadmap to ex- 
pand electronic and mobile capabilities to meet these expectations. 

The plan should address not only short-term, but also long-term 
service challenges. SSA and DDS staff must also balance service 
initiatives, such as processing new claims, with stewardship re- 
views to ensure the integrity of agency programs. 

Reducing the complexity of SSA’s benefit programs and evalu- 
ating current policies could streamline operations and save millions 
of dollars each year. I have included several recommendations in 
my written statement, but I am pleased to see SSA is moving for- 
ward with the Disability Claims Processing System. DCPS is a na- 
tionwide state-of-the-art computer system that could significantly 
improve the disability decision process. It will integrate case anal- 
ysis tools and electronic medical records and should provide con- 
sistent case processing across the country. DCPS is currently being 
tested at several offices. The system could be exactly the type of 
tool SSA needs to efficiently manage future workloads. 

Technology and data analysis can help SSA meet customer de- 
mands, and it can also improve program integrity. For years, my 
office has encouraged SSA to pursue data matches among Federal, 
State, and local agencies to improve payment accuracy. Govern- 
ment maintains a wealth of data that if matched among agencies 
could reduce payment error and prevent fraud. Some of the data 
matches we have recommended include seeking pension data from 
State and local governments, accessing workers’ comp data main- 
tained by States and the Department of Labor, and working with 
State bureaus of vital statistics to obtain death data and informa- 
tion on beneficiaries’ marital status. 

I should also take this time to say, as SSA develops a long-term 
IT plan, it is critical that the agency closely monitor the construc- 
tion of the new National Support Center. The NSC will replace the 
aging National Computer Center. A timely transition to the new 
center will eliminate the risk of an extended outage that could af- 
fect SSA’s ability to provide critical services. 
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A related issue is SSA’s long reliance on its cost analysis system 
to examine data and allocate administrative costs to agency pro- 
grams. In recent years, we have recommended that SSA update its 
cost allocation methodology to account for changes in business proc- 
esses and technology. As SSA and its workloads and systems 
evolve, so, too, should its cost accounting system. 

In conclusion, SSA exists to serve the beneficiaries of today, but 
also to safeguard funds for the beneficiaries of the future. So, 
again, to meet the goals of today and tomorrow, SSA should invest 
in information technology, modernize systems and services, and 
focus on program integrity. Doing so will improve service, speed 
and accuracy, and protect taxpayer dollars for future generations. 
I look forward to working constructively with the next Commis- 
sioner of Social Security to meet the challenges ahead. I thank you, 
again, for the invitation to testify, and I will be happy to answer 
any questions. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you sir. Thank you for your testi- 
mony. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. O’Carroll follows:] 
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Good mornin);. Chairman Johnson, Ranking Member Becerra, and members of the 
Subcommillee. It is a pleasure to appear before you. and I thank you for the invitation to testify 
today. 1 have appeared before your Subcommittee many times to discuss issues critical to the 
Social Security Administration (SSA) and the services the Agency provides. Today, we are 
discussing the various challenges facing the next Commissioner of Social Security. 

Certainly, it is a critical time for SSA to evaluate the state of its programs and operations and to 
plan for the future. The Agency paid more than S800 billion in Old-Age, Survivors' and 
Disability Insurance (OASDI) benefits and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to more than 60 
million Americans in Fiscal Year (FY) 2012; a significant number of citizens are applying for 
and collecting Social Security retirement and disability payments each year. As technology 
advances, SSA’s customers expect it to provide service as quickly and accurately as does the 
private sector. To effectively serve a growing customer base, the Agency must continue to 
modernize and streamline its operations, It must also accomplish this with limited resources at a 
lime when national attention is focused on reducing government spending and ensuring the long- 
term solvency of entitlement programs. 

SSA has been a model for government customer service for more than 75 years, but to continue 
that long record of success, we in die Office of the Inspector General (OIG) believe the next 
Commissioner of Social Securit)' should focus his or her efforts on these three critical areas: 

• Strengthen Information Technology (IT) and Strategic Planning 

• Improve the Disability Programs 

• Focus on Program Integrity 

Information Technology and Strategic Planning 

SSA estimates that over the next 20 years. 80 million individuals, most from the baby boom 
generation, will reliie and file for Social Security benefits. This population will expect the 
Agency to provide most of its services electronically. As a result of both this increasing 
workload and customer expectations. SSA will have to improve its IT infrastructure to take 
advantage of technological advances and manage increasing workloads with level or even 
decreased staffing. 

SS.A customers can currently perfonii many Agency-related actions online, such as apply for 
retirement or disability benefits; the Agency expects to receive about 48 percent of benefit 
applications online by the end of FY2013. Also, last year, SSA launched the myStKial Security 
Web portal so people can access their Social Security Statement and perfomi other actions 
online, like change address information or start or change direct deposit information. The 
Agency has also increased efforts in recent years to connect with citizens through social media 
channels like Twitter and Facebook. 

However, we believe the Agency should additionally 

• develop a long-term plan for its electronic services that is closely aligned with and builds 
upon SSA's larger IT vision and customer service delivery goals; 

• develop metrics to measure customer satisfaction for key electronic applications; and 
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* continue to implement more innovative ways to interact and communicate with its 
customers. 

In a July 201 1 Congressional Response Report, /hf Social Seairil)’ Aiiminislraiion’x Ciislomer 
Service Delivery Plan, we encouraged SSA to develop and regularly update a comprehensive 
blueprint that addresses the challenges of meeting service demands not just three, five, or even 
10, but 20 years into the future. The Agency's strategic plan should also include a detailed 
roadmap with specific performance measures to expand SSA electronic and mobile capabilities 

As SSA considers its long-term strategic IT and customer service plans, the Agency should 
closely monitor the construction of its new data storage center, the National Support Center 
(NSC), in Urbana, Maryland. The NSC will replace SSA’s National Computer Center (the NCC 
was constructed in 1979), and construction should be complete by Fall 2014 A timely and 
efficient transition from the NCC to the NSC is necessary to avoid the risk of an extended outage 
that could affect SSA's ability to deliver services and make payments as scheduled. 

Last year. Grant Thornton, an independent certified public accounting firm, audited SSA's 
FY20I2 financial statements and identified a material weakness in SSA’s controls over 
information secunty, which had been reported as a significant deficiency the prior 2 years; and a 
significant deficiency in SSA’s benefit payment oversight SSA must promptly address these 
issues. 

To address the information secunty weakness. Grant Thornton recommended tliat SSA 

* implement momtonng controls to identity non-compliant network configurations that 
could put SSA's systems at risk; 

* develop comprehensive security vulnerability testing; and 

* implement additional controls to prevent unauthorized programmers from accessing 
SSA's production environment. 

To address tlie payment oversight deficiency. Grant Thornton recommended that SSA 

* enforce continuing disability review (CDR) documentation procedures at Disability 
Determination Services (DDS); 

* ensure SS.^ staff completes quality assurance reviews timely and correctly; and 

* ensure that staff documents overpayments timely and accurately. 

Further, SSA has used the mainframe-based Cost Analysis System (CAS) to analyze workload 
data and allocate administrative costs to the Agency's programs for about 55 years CAS has 
been modified several times lo enhance its functionality, but in April 2011, Giant Thornton 
concluded that 

* the Agency's cost allocation methodology had not been updated to account for changes in 
business processes, system technology, or Federal accounting standards; 

* all workload complexities could not be accounted for in the current methodology; and 

* continuity of operations could be at risk because of outdated or unclear CAS 
documentation and insufficient workforce planning 
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Grant Thornton has recommended tliat SSA review and update the CAS methodology as needed, 
to reflect current regulations. Federal accounting standards, and current SSA business processes 
and systems technology; review the methodology annually; and use actual operating expenses to 
allocate costs to program activities. We are aware that SSA is taking steps to address Grant 
Thornton’s findings, but we will continue to monitor and assess the Agency’s progress as we 
move into the next financial stalemeni audit cycle. 

SSA’s Disability Programs 

In addition to the $51 billion in SSI payments made in FY20I2. the Agency paid more than $135 
billion in Disability Insurance (01) benefits, both record amounts. Also, in FY20I2. SSA 
received about 3.2 million initial disability claims and more than 832,000 reconsideration claims 

At the end of March 2013, the Agency’s level of pending initial claims stood at about 709.000. 
The Agency had been working toward a goal of reducing that to 525,000 by the beginning of 
FY20I4. but SSA now says it will not reach that goal and has not been able to update its estimate 
due to recent budget uncertainty. 

DDS staffing and resources have a direct effect on SSA's ability to process the disability 
workload and reduce the initial claims pending backlog. DDSs are currently facing high attrition 
rates, hiring freezes, and even furloughs. SSA only made “limited critical hires” in FY2012, so 
the Agency lost about 1 .000 DDS employees. SSA has tried to offset staffing shortages by 
creating centralized Extended Service Teams (ESTs) to help the states with the highest pending 
levels process claiins. These ESTs are located in Arkansas, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Virginia, 
which are stales with a history of high quality and productivity, and the ability to train people 
quickiv. SSA also increased staffing in the Federal disability processing components that support 
the DDSs. 

Even during limes of budget uncertainty. SSA and DDS staff must handle increasing service 
requests while balancing stewardship reviews to ensure beneficiaries remain eligible for 
payments. We believe reducing the complexity of SSA's disability programs could streamline 
operations and reduce millions of dollais in payment errors each year. The OIG supports SSA's 
legislative proposal to establish the Work Incentive Simplification Pilot (WISP). WISP would 
lest whether simplilying D1 work provisions would reduce administrative complexity, enhance 
correlation of program rules among SSA’s disability programs, and encourage DI beneficiaries 
to return to work because they would not face a permanent loss of benefits and Medicare. Our 
auditors are planning to review the pilot in FY2014 

On another note, we have long urged SSA to consider revising its policy on administrative 
finality so that more improper payments can be stopped. Administrative finality dictates that 
determinations of benefit eligibility and payment amounts become binding and final, unless they 
are timely appealed or later reopened and revised within certain periods. Consequently, if 
conditions to reopen a determination do not exist, or time limits expire, SSA generally 
will not revise the determination, and will not only mil assess an overpayment, but will also 
continue to pay the erroneous amount throughout a beneficiary’s lifetime. SSA does not consider 
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these erroneous payments to be improper payments SSA has agreed with multiple OIG 
recommendations with respect to administrabve finality and has a draff policy change in process. 

SSA is taking concrete actions, however, to improve the disability decision process. The 
Disability Claims Processing System (DCPS). a nationwide, state-of-the-art computer system, 
will integrate case-analysis tools and health IT, and is espccted to decrease processtng times and 
make determinations more consistent across the country. According to SSA. the Agency has 
started testing the system in Idaho, and three additional sites — Illinois, Missouri, and Nebraska— 
are scheduled for testing by the end of the calendar year. 

Compassionate Allowances (CA) and Quick Disability Determinations (QDD) have helped SSA 
and disability examiners fast-track benefits to those who need them most urgently The CA 
program expedites disability decisions so that people with the most serious disabilities receive a 
determination within days instead of months or years. SSA added 87 additional CA conditions in 
20 1 2, bringing the total to 200 QDD selects cases for quick adjudication that have a high degree 
of probability that the individual is disabled and for which evidence is likely readily available. 
We have recommended that SSA continue refining and enhancing its predictive model for the 
QDD program, to improve the timelines and quality of the disability process. 

Along with managing the initial claims process, the Agency must address the timeliness and 
accuracy of disability decisions at the hearing level. In recent years, SSA has directed increased 
resources to improve hearing bmeliness and process more hearings. Since FY200S, average 
processing time has dropped by about 31 percent- — from an average of 5 14 days in FY2008 to 
353 days at the end of FY2012. However, an increasing number of appeals has led to an increase 
in the hearings backlog, which as of September 2012, stood at approximately 8 1 7,000 cases — 
about 30,000 cases higher than at the beginning of FY201 2 

Your Subcommittee in recent years asked my office to look at SSA's administrative law judge 
(AU) performance, focusing on outliers in terms of produebvily and decisional outcomes, as 
well as assess the Agency’s ability to review or take action with respect to ALJs with atypical 
allowance rales. 

Last year, our auditors found that the average ALJ allowance rate in 2010 was 67 percent — but 
the rate ranged among ALJs from 8.6 percent to 99.7 percent. We concluded that SSA needs to 
monitor AU outliers— high and low— and review the underlying work processes currently in 
place. We also found that SSA does have the authority to review ALJ decisions, but it faces legal 
restrictions in doing so. Specifically, Federal law prohibits SSA from sampling ALJ decisions 
based on the identity of the decision-maker or the hearing office that issues the decision. This 
law is in place so that ALJs can decide cases impartially, free from agency influence SSA can 
conduct reviews of specific AUs, but these reviews usually seek to determine if the ALJ 
followed SSA policy. These reviews can lead to disciplinary actions against AUs, but they 
usually do not lead to changing the ALJ's decision 

We note recent progress with respect to Agency monitoring of AU performance, as well as 
training and new tools to help hearing office employees understand workload trends 
Nevertheless, going forward we would like to see SSA implement several of our 
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recommendations related to AU and hearing office performance, in particular to I ) increase case 
rotation among ALJs, 2) modify regulations to allow for more video hearings; and 3 ) implement 
systems functionality to monitor ALJ and hearing office risk factors. We will continue to review 
ALJ-relatcd issues and communicate our work to your .Subcommittee 

Finally, we continue to advocate for expanding SSA and OIG’s Cooperative Disability 
Investigations program (CDI) as it has proven to be a highly effective guard against disability 
fraud. The success of the CDI program nests in the cooperation between SSA, the OIG, State and 
local law enforcement agencies, and DDS employees who contribute pixigrammatic expertise and 
also refer suspicious claims to CDI Units. In FY2012, the CDI program reported nearly S340 
million in projected savings to SSA's disability programs — the program’s greatest single-year 
savings total — for a return on investment of SI7 to SI. Since the program was established, CDI 
efforts have resulted m over S2.2 billion in projected savings to SSA’s disability programs. 

Program Integrity 

Given the overall dollars involved in SSA’s programs, even the slightest error in any part of the 
payment process can result in significant overpayments or underpayments. In FY20I2, SSA 
reported $4.7 billion in improper payments in the SSI program (9.2 pciccnl improper payment 
rate), and $3.2 billion in the OASDI program (0.4 pca'cnt improper payment rate). 

Improper benefit payments occur for many reasons — certainly fraud, but also poor understanding 
of reporting responsibilities or inability to report, administrative errors, and many other 
reasons — and they include underpayments as well as overpayments. However, SSA’s improper 
payments largely consist of tliose erroneously made to ineligible individuals, commonly SSI 
recipients who do not report to SSA changes in income, resources, and/or living arrangements. 
For many years, my office has encouraged SSA to balance service initiatives, such as processing 
new claims, with stewardship responsibilities, such as conducting timely work and medical 
CDRs and SSI redeterminations, to ensure that individuals remain disabled and eligible, and 
cease payments to those who do not, For example, we would like to see SSA implement our 
recommendation from a 2009 report, /■'ollow-up iin Pisohleil Title II Beneficiaries with Earnings 
RcparleJ on ihc Mailer Earnings EiU\ to implement a plan to allocate more resources to perfomi 
work-related CDRs timely — and assess overpayments from work activity — for cases identified 
by SSA’s earnings enforcement process. 

SSA estimates that every SI spent on medical CDRs yields about S9 in SSA program savings 
over 10 years. According to SSA. the Agency conducted 443,233 medical CDRs in FY20I2, up 
from 345,000 in FY201 1, but theCDR backlog still stands at 1.2 million. SSA's FY20I3 goal 
for medical CDRs is 435,000 based on the current level of funding. 

SSA employs a CDR profiling system that determines which CDRs are due annually and uses 
data from SSA’s records to determine the likelihood of medical improvement for disabled 
beneficiaries. Those with a predicted high likelihood of medical improvement undergo a medical 
review at the DDS. Beneficiaries with a predicted medium or low likelihood of medical 
improvement are sent a mailer questionnaire. If the completed questionnaire indicates medical 
improvement, SSA will send the case to the DDS tor a medical review. The profiling system 
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pnontizes cases for CDRs, but tlie Agency then decides how many to conduct each year, based 
on a variety of factors. 

I should note here that SSA and 0MB do not consider unavoidable overpayments to be improper 
payments. Thus, payments that would not have been made if a medical CDR was conducted 
when due are not counted as improper payments by SSA. We, however, believe these pavments 
do constitute improper payments and should be part of the discussion about SSA's payment 
accuracy, as funds could have been preserved by performing all identified medical CDRs 

Redeterniinalions are similarly effectiv-e in reducing overpayments in the SSI program. As SSI is 
a means-tested program, any change in recipients' income, liv ing arrangements, or marital status, 
among other factors, can affect eligibility or payment amount. SSA has reported that it saves SS 
for every SI spent on redeterminaiions. SSA completed more than 2.4 million ledetermmations 
in FY201 1 and 2.6 million in FY2t)l2. and plans to conduct more than 2,6 million in FY20I3 
Not every SSI recipient undergoe.s a redetermination every year; SSA uses a statistical .scoring 
model to identify cases for redelermination that have a high likelihood of error. The statistical 
model uses income, resource, and living arrangement variables to predict likely SSI 
overpayments. 

My olTice has encouraged SSA to use data matching with other governmental agencies to ensure 
program integrity and protect Agency funds. For example, we have suggested SSA seek pension 
data from State and local governments to ensure it properly reduces betiefits for people who 
receive a pension based on government employment not covered by Social Security. We have 
similarly urged the Agency to seek agreements with States and the U.S. Department of Labor to 
obtain worker's compensation data so that SSA can properly offset payments to beneficiaries 
who may not self-report that information. 

SSA should also utilize more non-govemmcntal databases to improve the efficiency of resources 
committed to CDRs and redeterniinalions. SSA currently receives data from the IRS to verify 
income, and in recent years, the Agency implemented the Access to Financial Institutions (AFI) 
initiative, which allows it to check an applicant or recipient's bank accounts to verify resources. 
In 201 1, SSA completed the AFI rollout to all SO States, the District of Columbia, and the 
Commonwealth of the Noitliem Mariana Islands. Assuming that SSA had used its current 
account verification process on a long-term basis, the account verifications SSA expects to 
complete in FY20I3 would yield an estimated $365 million in lifetime Federal SSI program 
savings. 

We encourage SSA to .support any legislative proposals that would identify and prevent more 
improper payments in its programs. The OIG community is pursuing an exemption to the 
( (unputer Malching and Privacy Protection Act of 19X8 (CMPPA), which would exempt OIGs 
from a requirement for a formal computer matching agreement before they can match data with 
other entities to identify potential fraud and waste. This provision impedes OIG efforts to detect 
improper payments and identify weaknesses tliat make Federal programs vulnerable to fraud. In 
20 1 0, the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and its OIG obtained an exemption 
for data matches designed to identify fraud, waste, and abuse; and we believe SSA’s OIG should 
be similarly exempt. We also continue to suppiort legislation to establish a revolving fund for 
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inlegriiy aclivities. such as CDRs. lo help ensure payment accuracy. The proposal would provide 
for indefinite appropriations to make available to SSA 25 percent, and to OIG 2.5 percent, of 
actual overpayments collected, for use solely on integrity activities that provide a continuous 
return on investment 

One final area of concern to the OIG is maintaining and improving the integrity of the Social 
Seciunty number (SSN). We have long encouraged SSA to work cooperatively and proactively 
with other Federal agencies to ensure SSN integrity. For example, in an October 2012 report. 
Accuracy of the Social Security Admtmslratinn *v Numidcnt. we recommended that SSA work 
with the Dq>artment of Homeland Security to enhance E- Verify by alerting employers when an 
employee claims an SSN that, according to SSA. belongs lo an individual under or over a 
predetermined age. And just last week, we issued a report. Access ('ontrols for the Social 
Security Number Verification Service, that found some employers had improperly used SSA's 
employer verification programs. Wc recommended that SSA modify the existing fraud detection 
tools or develop more useful fraud detection tools. 

We are currently planning audit work that will assess the expanding role of SSA in veritying 
SSNs for immigration, work, and other purposes as well as the Agency's new responsibilities foi 
SSN verification under the Affordable Care Act SSA is tasked to have SSN verification routines 
working for the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services by September 2013. Moreover, any 
potential immigration reform legislation may ha\ e direct or indirect impacts on SSA workloads 
as well We will continue lo assess and provide feedback to SSA and this Subcommittee on these 
critical issues. 

Conclusion 

SSA employees provide world-class service every day to Americans who depend on that service. 
If SSA invests in infomiation technology and focuses on program integrity, we believe it will be 
able to maintain that level of ser\ ice while improving speed and accuracy and preserving 
taxpayer dollars 

1 look forward to working constructively with the next Commissioner of Social Security and 
your Subcommittee to meet (he challenges ahead. Thank you again for the invitation to testily, 
and 1 am happy to answer any questions. 


Chairman JOHNSON. Mr. Bertoni, welcome again, please pro- 
ceed. 
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STATEMENT OF DANIEL BERTONI, DIRECTOR, EDUCATION, 

WORKFORCE, AND INCOME SECURITY, GENERAL ACCOUNT- 
ABILITY OFFICE 

Mr. BERTONI. Good morning. Chairman Johnson, Ranking 
Member Becerra, Members of the Subcommittee, good morning. I 
am pleased to discuss our work on the Social Security Administra- 
tion’s critical management challenges. SSA provides benefits and 
services that touch the lives of nearly every American and last year 
paid out over $800 billion in benefits. 

However, with the aging of the baby boom generation, the agency 
faces increased workloads and large numbers of potential retire- 
ments over the long term. It is within this context that a new Com- 
missioner will soon head the agency and face many complex issues. 

My statement today is based on our ongoing work and describes 
key management challenges SSA faces in meeting its mission and 
the extent to which the agency’s planning efforts address those 
challenges. 

In summary, over the next decade, SSA will experience chal- 
lenges related to human capital management, disability program 
issues, information technology, and physical infrastructure. 

First, an expected wave of retirements, coupled with an extended 
hiring freeze, represents a challenge for the agency in meeting a 
projected growth in workloads. However, our preliminary work sug- 
gests that SSA’s strategies for preventing a loss of leadership and 
needed skills may be insufficient due to the lack of an updated suc- 
cession plan and curtailment of leadership development programs 
which have historically provided a pipeline of future leaders. 

Second, SSA also continues to face challenges in modernizing the 
medical record criteria and labor market information that underlies 
disability programs while balancing competing needs to reduce dis- 
ability claims backlogs and conduct program integrity activities. In 
particular, the agency still lacks a formalized cost estimate and re- 
search and development plan for its modernization efforts and faces 
uncertainty in its ability to meet disability case processing and pro- 
gram integrity review targets due in part to resource constraints 
and how it has prioritized its workloads. 

Third, while SSA has made strides in updating its IT systems, 
which are critical to addressing growing work demands, the agency 
continues to be challenged in ensuring its IT plan is periodically re- 
freshed and adhered to, that outdated legacy applications are mod- 
ernized to improve service delivery, and information security con- 
trols sufficiently protect sensitive information. 

And fourth, although SSA has taken steps to centralize its facili- 
ties management and has initiated some efforts to reduce its phys- 
ical footprint, the agency has not systematically assessed potential 
approaches for consolidating or realigning its staff and organiza- 
tional structure to better support changing methods of service de- 
livery, such as more online transactions and other nonface-to-face 
interactions, which are more likely over the next decade and be- 
yond, further challenging its ability to leverage limited program 
and staff resources. 

Mr. Chairman, staying out in front of these challenges will re- 
quire thoughtful long-term planning on SSA’s part. However, the 
agency’s current strategic plan and draft service delivery plan 
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maintain a short-term focus, rather than articulating longer-term 
strategies to address the issues discussed today. 

For years, we and others have recommended that SSA propose 
a long-term vision to ensure it has the processes, staff, and infra- 
structure to provide services in the future. However, absent a dedi- 
cated entity within SSA to spearhead such an initiative and uncer- 
tainty with SSA’s budget, such activities have not been an agency 
priority for many years. 

In conclusion, the challenges SSA faces will affect its ability to 
address critical concerns in the coming years. However, SSA’s ef- 
forts to meet many of its challenges have been complicated by 
budgetary constraints and uncertainty about the current and fu- 
ture fiscal environment. Despite these constraints, SSA still needs 
to balance competing resource demands both in terms of managing 
day-to-day budget decisions and planning for longer-term issues. 
And absent prompt action early in the new Commissioner’s term, 
the agency jeopardizes its ability to provide quality service to the 
public in the coming years. 

Moreover, the interrelated nature of SSA’s challenges calls for a 
longer-term integrated strategy to ensure actions taken are coordi- 
nated and effective. However, without focus and sustained leader- 
ship across the agency’s many organizational silos, SSA may miss 
an opportunity to assess and make sound decisions, including how 
many and what types of employees are needed in the future, how 
the agency will service competing workloads, and more strategi- 
cally use information technology and physical infrastructure to best 
deliver services. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement. I am happy to an- 
swer any questions that you or other Members of the Sub- 
committee may have. Thank you. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you for your testimony. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Bertoni follows:] 
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What GAO Found 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) will experience management 
challenges in four key areas over the next decade. 

Human capital. SSA has not updated its succession plan since 2006 although the 
agency faces an ongoing retirement wave and hiring freeze which wtH make H 
difficult to respond to growing workload demands 

Disability program issues. SSA faces ongoing challenges incorporating a more 
modern concept of disability into its programs, while balancing competing needs 
to reduce backlogs of initial and appealed daims and ensure program integrity 

Information technology (fT). SSA has made strides m modernizing its IT systems 
to address growing workload demands, but faces challenges with these 
modernization efforts— such as an orvgoing need to refresh ar>d adhere to its IT 
sliategic pfan anti a continued reliance on legacy applicaltorts — aixf correcting 
internal weaknesses in information security. 

Physical infrastructure. SSA Is moving toward centralized facilities management 
but the agency lacks a proactive approach to evaluating its office structure that 
will identify potential efficieocies. such as consolidating offices. 
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SSA has ongoing planning efforts, but they cfo not address the long-tenn nature 
of these management challenges. For example, SSA is finalizing a service 
delivery plan, but it only includes detailed plans for the next 5 years and focuses 
on existing initiatives rather than articulating specific long>term strategies for the 
agency’s service delivery model. Its current strategic plan also largely describes 
the continuation, expansion, or enhancement of ongoing activities, rather than 
proposing broad changes to address emerging issues. Since 2008, SSA has not 
had an entity or Individual dedicated to strategic planning. Various groups have 
called on SSA to articulate a longer-term strategy, which it last did in 2000. 
motivated by many conditions which remain true today, such as increasing 
workloads, advances in technology, arxJ employee retirements, and which will 
need to be addressed in the future. 

United States Government Accountability OITice 
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Chairman Johnson, Ranking Member Becerra, and Members of the 
Subcommittee: 

Thank you for the opportunity to discuss our preliminary observations on 
the Social Security Administration's (SSA) management challenges. SSA 
is responsible for providing benefits and services that affect the lives of 
nearly every American In calendar year 2012, SSA paid over 62 million 
people more than $826 billion in Social Security retirement and disability 
benefits and Supplemental Security Income payments. As more members 
of the baby boom generation become eligible for retirement benefits and 
individuals under age 62 reach their disability-prone years, a surge in 
benefit applications Is expected SSA's own workforce may also change 
and decrease In the coming years, and evolving technology will affect 
service delivery expectations. At the same time. SSA's expanded use of 
electronic services will affect how the agency should deploy and use Its 
workforce In addition, the agency will need to operationalize any 
legislative changes lhat may be made in an effort to avoid the projected 
exhaustion of the Social Security trust funds As a result of these realities 
SSA svill encounter increased pressure to serve the public while still 
ensuring program integrity. Moreover. SSA will hkely continue to 
experience budget constraints 

A new Commissioner will soon be leading the agency and will face these 
many interrelated issues ' Decisions made early in the Commissioner's 
term could help set the course for the agency over the tor\g term and 
determine how well-positioned it is to adapt to changing realities.^ My 
statement today focuses on initial observations from our ongoing review 
and describes (1) key management challenges SSA faces in meeting its 
mission-related objectives and (2) the extent to which SSA's planning 
efforts address these challenges 

To examine these issues, we obtained SSA management information and 
administrative data related to workload and staffing projections We 
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cvrrenUy leading (he agency. As of Apnl 2013. a new Commtssk>nef had ikiI yet been 
appointed 

th(S testimony, short-term generally means up to 5 yeare out and long-ierm means 
more than 3 years. 
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assessed the reliability of the data by reviewing related documentation 
and interviewing knowledgeable agency officials and determined they 
were sufficiently reliable to describe agency projecbons. We also 
reviewed key agency documenfs, such as SSA's strategic plan, human 
capital plan, strategic leadership succession plan, information technology 
strategic plan, and agencywide draft service delivery plan We conducted 
in-depth Interviews with SSA officials, including regional commissioners, 
and other experts, including representatives of the Social Secunty 
Advisory Board and others familiar with long-term planning. We reviewed 
GAO internal control standards and relevant GAO. SSA Office of the 
Inspector General (OIG). and Social Security Advisory Board reports, as 
well as applicable federal laws and regulations and SSA's policies and 
procedures We shared the information that this testimony is based on 
with agency officials and obtained their technical comments. We have 
incorporated these comments, as appropriate. 

We are completing this work in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards and our final report will be issued In June 
2013. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropnate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives We believe 
that the evidence obtained will provide a reasonable basts for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 


Background 


SSA provides financial assistance to eligible individuals through three 
major benefit programs: 

. Old-Age and Sun/ivois Insurance (OASI) — provides reliremenl 
benefits to older workers and their families and to survivors of 
deceased workers 

• Disability Insurance (Dl)— provides benefits to eligible workers who 
have qualifying disabilities, and their eligible family members. 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI) — provides income for aged, 
blind, or disabled individuals with limited income and resources. 

SSA projects that the number of beneficiaries and benefit payments for 
the three programs will increase over the next several years 01 and SSI 
are the nation's largest federal disability programs, and applications for 
benefits have grown significantly over the last 5 years, due in piart to baby 
boomers reaching their disability -prone years, as well as a sustained 
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economic downturn and high unemployment. Relirement claims have 
also steadily Increased in recent years 

Although SSA's disability programs acxount for only about 23 percent ot 
its total benern outlays, they represent 66 percent of the administrative 
expenses for these 3 programs Complex eligibility rules and many layers 
of review with multiple handoffs from one person to another make the 
disability programs complicated, and therefore cosily, to administer 

Both OASI and 01 face long-term financial challenges In 2012. SSA's 
Office of the Chief Actuary projected that the Dl and OASI Trust Funds 
would be exhausted in 2016 and 203S, respectively. If the trust funds are 
depleted before legislative changes are made to restore long-term 
solvency, the agency projects that It will be able to pay benefits only to 
the extent that funds are available^ 

In support of Its mission and programs. SSA's basic functions include 
maintaining earnings inlormalion. making inibal eligibility determinations 
lor program payments, making changes to beneficiaries' accounts that 
affect their benefit payments, and issuing Social Secunty numbers '* SSA 
has over 80.000 stale and federal employees^ and about 1.700 facilities 
nationwide Almost 182.000 people visit one of the nearly 1.300 SSA field 
offices dally and more than 445.000 people call the offices daily to file 
applications, ask questions, or update their information 

SSA is operating In an environment of constrained resources and 
budgetary uncertainty. According to a former SSA Commissioner and 
agency budget documents, while SSA's administrative budget increased 
about 32 percent from fiscal year 2001 to 2010.* much of this funding has 


kVhile nioriey woiild slill Im coming m from Ihe Social Secuniv taxes omd by current 
wolkere. the agency projects ihet it rvould not be sulliclent fix beneircroiies to receive Ibetr 
full benefit. 

'*Societ Secunty numbers have become the universal identirier of choice lor government 
agencies and are currently used for many norvSocral Security purposes 

*SSA funds slate agencies celled Oisabillty Determination Services (DOS) to process 
disability appllcaticns and ccnducl continuing disability revlev^ In accoidance with SSA 
policies and procedutes 

*Thia figure has been adjusted rorinflaljon The nominal Increase between llscal years 
2001 and 2010 was about 61 percent 
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been used to keep up witti increases In expenses such as personnel 
costs, rent and security. 


SSA Faces Challenges 
in Several Key Areas 


Over Ihe next decade. SSA will experience management challenges In 
lour key areas: (1 ) human capital, (2) disability program issues, (3) 
Information technology, and (4) physical Infrastmcture. 


HillTian Capital Over Iha next decade. SSA's ongoing retirement wave, coupled with a 

hinng freeze that has been in place since 2010. represents a slgmricanl 
challenge for the agency in meeting the projected growth In work 
demands. Although not all employees will necessarily retire when eligible, 
nearly 7,000 headquarters empleyees and more than 24,000 held 
employees will be retirement eligible between 201 1 and 2020. The 
agency projects that it could lose nearly 22,500 employees, or nearly one- 
third of Its workforce, duhng this time due to retirement— its primary 
source of attntion.' The Commissioner stated m SSA's fiscal year 2012 
budget overview that as a result of attrition, some offices could become 
understaffed, and that without a sufficieni number ot skilled employees, 
backlogs and wait times could significantly increase and Improper 
payments could grow. As SSA's workforce decreases and its woikload 
increases, our preliminary work suggests lhai Ihe agency’s strategies for 
preventing a loss of leadership and skills may prove msutficlent tor a 
vanety ot reasons 

Retaining Institutional knowledge and developing new leaders. SSA 
could face a significant loss of Institutional knowledge and expertise in Ihe 
coming years An estimated 43 percent ot SSA's non-supen/isoty 
employees and 60 percent of its supervisors will be eligible to retire by 
2020 Reglonel and disinci managers told us they have already lost staff 
experienced in handling the most complex disability cases,* SSA officials 
and DOS managers told us that it typically lakes 2 to 3 years tor new 
employees to become fully proficient and that new hires benefit from 


’Onta reileci SSAk most recent projections from Its September 2011 ReUremenI Wave 
Report, vmicb only indutles actusi relltemeni figures ttirough fiscal year 2010 OtficialB 
told us lhal they previously produced litis report annually, but runenSy produce it eveiy 
other year 

*DOS Starr are stale employees and are stlblect to stele ftirtouohs, acoordino Id SSA. 
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mentoring by veteran employees. Because of budget cutbacks. 5SA bas 
also curtailed its leadership development programs, which have 
historically been used to esteblish a pipeline of future leaders 

Succession planning SSA s most recent succession plan was issued in 
2006, even though the agency has experienced significant changes since 
that time, including a hiring freeze and greater movement toward online 
services The most recent succession plan established a target of 
evaluating and updating the plan by the end of 2007. Internal control 
standards state that management should ensure that skill needs are 
continually assessed and that the organization is able to obtain a 
workforce with those required skills to achieve organizational goals.* Oui 
prior work also indicates that leading organizations use succession 
planning to help prepare for an anticipated loss of leadership.^'’ 

SSA's 2006 succession plan states that without sound succession 
planning, SSA's loss of leadership would result in a drain on institutional 
knowledge and expertise at a time when workloads are growing. This loss 
of knowledge and expertise could result in increasing workloads, 
backlogs, and improper payments Several SSA officials told us 
individuals with less experience and training are beginning to assume 
supervisory roles and some have made poor decisions related to such 
things as providing reasonable accommodations to employees with 
disabilities. Some officials also told us that inexpenenced managers are 
also less proficient at supervising others, which leads to Inefficiencies in 
managing increasing workloads. 

Forecasting workforce needs Findings from OIG reports raise 
additional concerns about SSA's ability to accurately forecast workload 


*GAO. St9ndardsfof Intamat ConM in the l^edefsl Government, GAO/AIMO*OQ‘2t.3 t 
^Washington. D.C.: November 1999). 

'*See GAO, Homan CaptfaT Succession Plartntng and Management Is Cntical Urtver el 
Otganisationel TranstOrmabon. QAO-Oi4>127T (Washington, D-C : Oct 1, 2003); Humar* 
C^tsf Selected Agendas Have Opportvntbes to Enhance Extsting Succassten Planning 
and Managemant Efforts, GAO-05'586 (Washington. O.C.: Jttne 30, 2005): and Human 
Capital Kay Prmaplas for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning, GAO'04-39 
(Washington. O.C.' Dec. 11 2003). 
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demands and workforce needs These reports found methodological 
flaws in the workload and work year data SSA uses to formulate and 
execute its budget. For example, the reports concluded that the internal 
controls and main processes related to work sampling— which SSA uses 
to measure work and assign direct and indirect costs to workloads — did 
not ensure the completeness and reliability of data in SSA's Cost Analysis 
System The reports found that work samples were not consistently 
performed. Furthermore, they noted no instances of peer or management 
review, which could improve the accuracy of the workload data 
collected SSA is takirtg steps to improve data sampling in response to 
these Findings. 


Disability Program Issues SSA continues to face challenges m modernizing Its disability programs, 
while seeking a balance between reducing initial daims and hearings 
backlogs and conducting oversight activities to ensure program integnty 

Modernizing disability programs We designated federal disability 
programs as a high-risk area in 2003. in part because these programs 
emphasize medical ronditions in assessing an individual’s work 
incapacity without adequate consideration of the work opportunities 
afforded by advances in medicine, technology, and job demands/*^ 
Concerns have been raised that the medical listings being used lack 
current and relevant criteria to evaluate disability applicants' inability to 
work, and that by failing to consider the role of assistive devices and 


**SSA*s OIG contracted wtih Gr^nl Thornton LtP to conduct the toilowing reviews of 
SSA'e Cost Analysts System and cost eliocaiion metfiodotogy: SSA OIG. Cost Analysts 
System Background Repod and VtabHityAssessrnenl. A'1&>1Q-2014fi (April 201 1); SSA 
0(G. Offtoe of Dfcobthty Adjudication and Review Cast AHocation Process. A-15-1O-201S0 
(May 2011). SSA OIG. The Social Security AdminisfrBtion Cost AHo^lton Process. 
10-20151 (Dec. 2011). and SSA OIG, The Soaaf Security AdrrHnistratton CostAUocabon 
Methodology. A-1S-10-20152 (June 2012). 

'^SA's Cost Analysts System is used to allocate (1) admmislralive costs to trust fund and 
general fund programs administered by SSA and (2) rembursaMe work performed by 
SSA for outside organitations 

'^SSA oRicials told us that inese data are statistically reliable at a national level and are 
combined with other data sources to forecast workloads, However. SSA has not yet 
asseesed enough work sampting data to produce a refined estimate of the statiebcat 
reiiabitity of workioad calculelions based on work sampling data. 

’*GAO. HiglhRisk Senes. An Update, 6AD-13-283 (Washington. D.C.'. February 2013) 
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worltplace accommodattons. SSA may be misstng opportunities to help 
individuals with disabilities return to worK. SSA has recently taken steps 
toward comprehensively updating the medical and labor market 
information that underlie its disability critena 

• As of March 201^, SSA had completed comprehensive revisions of its 
medical criteria for 10 of the 14 adult body systems and initiated 
targeted reviews of certain conditions under these systems, as 
appropriate, according to SSA officials/’^ 

• SSA has recently made progress toward replacing its outdated 
occupational information system, including signing an interagency 
agreement with the Department of labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics 
to design, develop, and carry out pilot lasting of an approach to colled 
data for an updated system. According to SSA officials, the agency 
still needs to determine exactly how many occupations it will include in 
its new system and the extent to which it might leverage aspects of 
the Department of Labor's existing occupational database, the 
Occupational Information Network (O’NET)." The agency also needs 
to determine the extent to which the new system will Include cognitive 
information, according to agency officials In addition, officials told us 
the agency has not yet formalized a cost estimate and lacks a 
research and development plan. 

• SSA has also taken steps to more fully consider individuals' ability to 
function with medical impairments In their work or other environments, 
which is consistent with modem views of disability. However, SSA 
disagreed with our pnor recommendation to conduct limited, focused 
studies on how to more fully consider factors such as assistive 


’'To <j«t«<mina an applicant'a ellgibilily tor disability bonefils. SSA examiners assess ihe 
appllcant'E medical impairments against the Ltsllnga ol Impairments, also known as the 
medicaktislings. whKh are organized into 14 ma|or body systems for aduHs and rettect 
medicel conditions that have been determined by the agency to be severe enough to 
qualify an applicant for benerils. According to SSA officials . there are afmoel 300 medical 
impairments organized in 1 1 9 lisiings under the 14 mafor body systems lor adults 

'*SSA evaluates ciamants’ ability to work In the national economy as perl ol its disability 
decisioo-meHIng process See 42 U.S.C. S§ 423(d}. 1382c(a). The occupational 
informatfon system provides mfbrmalion on fobs in the national economy. 

"0*NET is a general purpose oocupelionst Information database used for workforce 
development, economic development, career exploration, and academic and policy 
research. Sefeded occupations withm the 0*N£T system are updated each year. 
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devices and workplace accommodations in its disability 
determinations ** staling that such studies would be inconsistent with 
Congress' mlentions We noted, however, that Congress has not 
explicitly prohibited SSA from considering these factors and we 
believe that conducting these studies would put SSA in a better 
position to thoughtfully weigh various policy options before deciding 
on a course of action. 

Managing workloads to reduce disability initial claims and hearings 
backlogs. Although SSA has reported progress with its disability 
heanngs backlog reduction plan, the agency stHi faces challenges 
managing significant and persistent disability workload increases, both in 
terms of initial claims and hearings for appealed claims SSA has 
generally increased the number of initial disability daims it has processed 
annually — completing over 3 million claims each year since fiscal year 
2010 — but the number of initial claims submitted by applicants has 
outpaced SSA's efforts. Thus, the number of daims awaiting a decision is 
also growing SSA's 707,700 initial daims pending in fiscal year 2012 
were 27 percent higher than fiscal year 2008 levels. To help manage 
workloads, Disability Determination Services share work nationally by 
shifting resources between ODSs on a weekly basis and dedicated teams 
in certain states assist by taking daims from states with the highest levels 
of pending daims. SSA also identifies daimants with the most severe 
disabilities and expedites decisions on these cases. although they 
represented less than 6 percent of all initial determinations in September 
2012 ^ The number of disability beneficiaries is projected to grow about 
16 percent between 2012 and 2025 Most of SSA's regional 


'‘GAO, Mottermang SSA DitaMly Programs Progfaea Made, but Kay Efforts Warrant 
More Management Focus, GA0 12-420 (Washington, D C- June 19. 2012). 

'^'SSA has two initiatives to expedite cases tor the most severely disabled individuals: 
Quieh Dt&sbritly Detanrunalion and Compassionate Allowsnces. Using predictive modeling 
and computer-based screening tools to screen iratial appNcanIs. Ihe Quick Disabilily 
Determination identilies cases where a favorable disability determinaiion Is highly likely 
and medical evidence is readily availabte, as with certain cancers and end-stage 
renal disease. With Compassionate AHowartces, 6SA targets the most obviously disabled 
applicants based on avaitaMe medical information and generally awards benefits if (here is 
obiectve rnedieal evidence to confirm the diagnosis and the appltcanl also meets SSA's 
norwliBflbility criteria 

^°3SA denves this percentage by dividing the totel number of initial dlsabiltly dsitns 
identified as Quick Otsabriity Deierminatiomk CompassK>nate Allowances, or both, by Ihe 
total number of electronic iniHat disabtlity claims filed in September, the Iasi month of the 
fiscal year. 
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commissioners told us that simplifying disability policy, such as by 
streamlining work incentive and work reporting rules, could also help slalf 
better manage disability workloads 

SSA is processing more initial claims annually but claims denied at the 
Initial level can be appealed and often result in a request lor a hearing by 
an administrative law judge. To reduce Its hearings backlog. SSA has 
used strategies such as hiring additional administrative law judges and 
support staff, opening more hearings offices, and conducting more 
heanngs via video conference. Our preliminary results indicate that, 
although SSA completed more heanng requests in fiscal year 2012 than 
In previous years, the agency fell shod of its hearings completion target 
by more than 54.000 hearings, and at 321 days, the average wait time for 
hearings exceeded the agency’s target by 41 days At the same time, the 
agency eliminated most of its oldest pending heanng requests. 

Ensuring disability program Integrity SSA also faces disability 
program integrity challenges due to budget decisions and the way it 
prioritizes competing workload demands such as processing initial claims 
Continuing disability reviews (CDR) are periodic reviews that the agency 
is required to perform to verify that certain recipients still meet SSA 
disability niles. SSA reported that in fiscal year 2010. the agency did nol 
conduct 1.4 million CORs that were due for review. In part because of 
competing workloads In June 2012, we also found that the number of 
childhood CDRs conducted fell from more than 150,000 In fiscal year 
2000 to about 45,000 in fiscal year 2011 (a 70 percent decrease). Dunng 
this lime, the number of adult CDRs fell from 584,000 to 1 79,000.^' 

When CDRs are nol conducted as scheduled, some recipients may 
receive benefits lor which they are no longer eligible, and the agency may 
forgo future program savings For fiscal year 2010, SSA estimated that 
every Si spent on CDRs yielded S9.30 In savings, amounting to a total 
future savings to federal programs of $3.5 billion " Although CDRs are a 
cost-effective way to help ensure that only those eligible for benefits 


^'GAO, Supplementat Security fncame Better Merregement Oversight tVeerted for 
Children's Benelits, GAO-12-497 {WasfiinQton, O.Ci Jilxie2fi. 2012) 

TTyhif figure represents the present value of fuiure benefits seveil for OASDI, SSI. 
Medicare, and Medlcmd The estimate Includes savings to Medicare and Medicaid 
because in some esses ellgibibty for SSI and 01 confers etigibiiily for certain Medicare or 
Medicaid beneSIs 
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continue to receive them, SSA officials reported that resource constraints 
have made it more difficult to balance competing workloads and remain 
current on the millions of CDRs it is required to conduct each year. 


Infomialion Ibchnology SSA has taken steps to modernize its information technology (IT) 

systems to help Keep pace with workload demands, but some entities 
have Identified additional areas that could be improved. In addition. 
Increased risk exists that sensitive information could be exposed because 
of internal security weaknesses. 

IT modernization efforts. SSA has begun to take action on several of 
our pnor recommendations to improve the way It modernizes its IT 
systems.” For example, in May 2012. SSA released its Capital Planning 
and Investment Control guide. The guide describes the roles and 
responsibilities of staff ur>der the agency's realigned IT organizational 
structure.” SSA also issued an updated IT strategic plan that covers 
2012-2016 and supports the updated agencywide strategic plan 
Furthermore. SSA officials told us that they intend to revisit the IT 
strategic plan annually and refresh it as appropriate. Our prior work 
indicates that SSA has not always had an updated IT strategic plan to 
guide its modernization efforts ^ In the absence of regular updates. SSA 
based Its IT modernization efforts on program activities that were tied to 
short-term budget cycles and not developed in the context of a long-term 
strategic plan. While we are encouraged that SSA issued an updated IT 
strategic plan, at present, it is too soon to assess the extent to which SSA 
will adhere to the plan and annual reevaluation cycle 

SSA is modernizing its IT systems, in part to support a shrft toward 
offering more online services However. SSA s OIG has expressed 


^GAO Soeiaf SecwHy AdnvmstnUon. improved f^img and Perforrmnce Measures 
Are Needed to Heip ^sum SuccessM Technoiogy Modenmation. GAO-12'49S 
(Washington. D.C.: Apnl 26. 2012). 

”ln 201 1 . SSA srgnificanUy realigned ils n* organizational structure— oonsoiidatino Its 
Chief Inrormabon OITicer (CIO) office vvith Ha Systems office— bul did not oorKlucI an 
analyais of the realigned funclx>r>s and how the newly assigned roles and respcnsibilifies 
would carry out the former Office of CIO functions. We previously recommended that SSA 
defir^e the roles and rBspor>Biti«lllia8 of realigned stalf. 

“GAO-12-499 
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concerns that the agency is continuing to rely on Its legacy applications ^ 
Many of Its programs are written In COBOL.^ which is one ot the oldest 
computer programming languages and is dilftcull to modify and update 
The OIG noted also that the agency risks losing key institutional 
knowledge relating to COBOL programming and its increasingly comple* 
Information systems. According to the OIG, SSA has indicated that 
modernizing its legacy appllcalions will ullimalely reduce operating costs 
and improve service delivery. However, agency officials told us they have 
conducted analyses that show the costs of moving sway from using 
COBOL currently outweigh the benefits. Accordingly, the OIG found that 
SSA has developed an approach to gradually reduce Its reliance on 
COBOL for core processing of program transactions but has not yet 
articulated a formal strategy for converting Its legacy programs to a more 
modem programming language.^ SSA officials disagree that such a 
strategy Is needed because they consider this pragramming language to 
be sufTicient for thsir needs and point out that it is still used by other 
businesses. 

Information security weaknesses SSA uses and stores a great deal of 
sensitive Informatton, but has been challenged to effectively protect Its 
computer systems and networks in recent years. Our prior work states 
that it is essential tor agencies to have Information secunty controls that 
ensure sensitive information Is adequately protected from inadvertent or 
deliberate misuse, fraudulent use. and Improper disclosure, modification 
or destruction However, in fiscal year 2012, several concerns were 
raised about SSA's information security program. 

• SSA's OIG Identiliod weaknesses in some of the agency’s Information 
security program components that limited SSA's overall effectiveness 


^SA OIG. Th» Soaiat Soeunty Admlmstnlion's Salt*afB Modoinaatian And Use of 
Cofnmon Business OnontMt LanguagB. A't4-11-11132- (Ballimore. MD: May 2012). 

^SSA reiiM on legacy applicaiions programmed with Common Business Onenied 
L a ngtwge. or COBOL COBOL was introduced in 1959 and became the fret widdy useo, 
high ’levd programming language for business applicaltoos 

“SSAOIG. A-I4.1I-11132. 
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in protecting the agency's information and information systems,^ 
constituting a significant deficiency in the agency's information 
security program under the Federal Information Security Management 
Act of 2002 (FISMA) * 

• The OIG has also noted that weaknesses in certain elements of the 
agency's infornration security program may challenge SSA's ability to 
use its IT infrastructure to support current and future workloads 

• The agenc/s independent financial auditor also identified a material 
weakness in information systems controls over financial management 
statements based on several conoems, many of which have been 
longstanding.*^ 

SSA is implementing a multi-year plan to address many of these 
weaknesses However, the OIG stated that one of the underlying causes 
for these weaknesses is that SSA needed to strategically allocate 
sufficient resources to resolve or prevent high-nsK security weaknesses in 
a more timely fashion.^ Though SSA officials emphasized that the 


^h«se weaknesses were identified in llie areas of connr>uous nionitorir>g. configuration 
management, identity and access management, risk management, and oonUacior 
systems oversight. See SSA OIG. TTie Soctat Saounty Adfrtimstmtton's Comptienca with 
the Fectomr Information Securtty Management Ad of 2002 for Rscat Yeet 2012, A>14-12- 
12120. (Baltimore. MO; Nov. 15. 2012). 

^FtSMA was enacted as title III of the E-Govemment Act of 2002. Pub. L No. 107-347. 

1 16 Stat. 2899. 2946. According to 0MB. a signfficanl deficiency is a weakness in an 
agency s overall infomialion systems security program or management control structure, 
or within one or rriore tnformaHon systems, that significanily restncts the capability of the 
agency to carry out its mission or compromises the security of its information, information 
systems. personrkH. or other resources, operations, or assets In this context, the risk is 
great enough lhal the sgerKy head and outside agencies must be notified and immediate 
or near-immediate corrective action must be taken. See QMS. f^morandum for Heads el 
Executive Departments and Agenaes FY 2012 RefXMUng Inatnictions for the Federal 
tnformahon Secunfy Management Ad and Agency Privacy Management (September 27 
2012). 

this context, the external auditors. Grant Thornton, defined a material weakrtess as 
one or more deficierrcies in mlemal controls such that there is a reasonable possibility lhal 
a malertal misslatemenl of the entity's financial statements will not be prevented or 
delected and corrected on a timely basts. A deficrency in internal control exists when the 
design or operation of a conlroi does not allow management or employees, in the normal 
oourse of performing their assigned fitnclions, to prevent, or detect and correct 
misstatements ort a hmaly basis 

'’SSACHG. A-H-12.12120 
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information secunty risks identified were internal,^ inappropriate internal 
access to or misuse of sensitive information can have a significant 
Impact. For example, according to the OIG, in 2012, a former 5SA 
employee was found to have used her position to provide personally 
identiriable information to a person outside the agency, who is accused of 
using the information for criminal purposes 


Physical Infrastructure SSA is taking steps to centralize its facilities management, which may 
standardize facilities decisions, but our preliminary results show that the 
agency lacks a proactive approach to evaluate its physical infrastructure 
and identify potential efficiencies. 

Centralizing facilities management SSA is beginning to centralize its 
facilities management, but officials indicated rt may lead to a trade-off 
between efficiency and flexibility. The agency administers its programs 
and services through a network of over 1 ,700 halides, at an annual cost 
of approximately $1 billion.^ The agency has had a more decentralized 
facilities management process, but officials told us they are currently 
moving all facilities management under SSA’s Office of Facilities and 
Supply Management (OFSM). Some officials said that centralization can 
lead K> greater ePicier>cies and standardization, but cautioned that there 
may be less flexibility and awareness of local circumstances— such as the 
layout of specific buildings — at the regional level. 

Limited facilities planning efforts. A contractor hired by the General 
Services Administration (GSA) is currently working on a long-term plan for 
SSA's headquarters facilities, called the Master fiousing Plan.^ An SSA 
official told us that the contractor has solicited input and feedback from 
the agency on the draft plan. However, an SSA official told us the agency 


OIG and external aitittors old not perform external pertelratron tests during Uieir 
audits. 

^hose facilibes ^11 into three categories: 33 heedqueners ^olf&ee tocaled 
predominar^Uy in the BaJtimoraWashirtgton O.C. metropolrlart area; an extensive rwtiMirk 
of field trased faoirties used to process initial claims and post-entidemenl actions, 
including nearly 1 .300 fietd oHices; and approximately 350 facilities that cany out the 
agency's dleahility adfudicatlon and review process 

^Earlier drafts of the Master Housing Ran were developed by GSA end mamtatned by 
OFSM. For the cuirent stage GSA engaged a ooniTBCtor to carry out the study aceofdrng 
to SSA officials 
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lacks a comprehensive planning effort that encompasses all of the 
agency's lacllilies, including nearly 1 ,300 field ofTices 

Efforts to reduce office space. SSA officials told us the agency is 
engaged in ongoing efforts to reduce the footprint of Its headquarters 
facilities According to an SSA official, vacant space in headquarters 
facilllles has Increased during the past few years as a result of the 
shrinking workforce." SSA officials told us that OFSM Is analyzing the 
space needs of all offices in the headquarters area and will reassign 
space according to staffing levels and other cntena According lo an 
official. SSA's efforts were motivated by several factors, including an 
0MB directive” to make more efficient use of federal office space: the 
agency's ultimate goal of terminating all commercial leasing In the 
headquarteis area; and. to a lesser degree, reducing current vacancies in 
headquarters. 

In addition lo these headquarters-focused efforts, SSA is reducing office 
space In Ihe field as opportunities anse. but our preliminary work shows 
that It lacks a proactive plan lo assess field facilities for potential space 
reductions. When OFSM reviews a field-based space action (e g , lease 
renewal, move, renovation), an SSA official told us that the proposed 
action Is assessed to identify If there are opportunities to reduce or 
olhenvise change the facility's space allocation. However. OFSM's 
standards do not call for wholesale reductions or reconfigurations of 
existing space. SSA has established a workgroup that is developing 
guidance to help identify opportunities lo reduce space by co-localing 
certain field-based facilities, such as field offices and video-based 
disability hearing offices, but Ihe workgroup's proposals need to be 
reviewed and it is not yet clear if Ihe agency vvlll adopt them. 

Considerations for realigning the facilities structure SSA has been 
advised to consider aligning Its facilities structure with its changing 
methods of providing services For example, the OiG reported in 2011 


"This olflisal estimstod llvil, as at February 26. 20 iS, there were apfiroxiinately 600 lo 
t ,000 vacani workspaces In SSA headquaners fadltUee. 

'^In May 2012. OMB'e Acting Oreclor released a memo, which calla for agenciee lo make 
more efliciem tree ol Ihe government's real estate assets and generally prohibits agencies 
Irnm increaaing their real estate inventory, or footprint See OMB, Mttmorandum ro fhe 
Heads of Executive Agencies end Departments Promoting Efftctent Spending to Suppotl 
Agency Operations (May 1 1. 201 2) 
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that SSA's long-term planning efforts should assess whether the agency s 
existing office structure will align with future methods of providing 
customer service ^ In 2011, the Social Security Advisory Board 
suggested that as SSA continues to increase electronic service delivery, it 
adapt its organizational structure to maximize the effectiveness of the 
agency’s transfonnation. In prior work, we have also reported that federal 
agencies may be able to increase efficiency and effectiveness by 
consoWattng physical intrastnjcture or management functions.” Several 
agencies— including the Internal Revenue Service, the U S Postal 
Service, and the Census Bureau — plan to or have already undertaken 
consolidation efforts to achieve efficiencies and save money. At the same 
time, SSA has long considered face-to-^ce interaction to be the gold 
standard of customer service, and an official has told u$ that any changes 
away from that model would represent a major cultural shift for the 
agency. 

SSA has begun to take advantage of opportunities to consolidate or co- 
locate offices in the regions SSA regional commissioners tokl us that 
field offices have been oonsolidated in most of its of 10 regions and 
several regions have co-located with the Office of Disability Adjudication 
and Review to provide space to hold disability hearings within field 
offices.*® These consolidations and co-kxations can save money on rent 
and guard services. Regional commissioners told us that a single office 
consolidation can save up to S3 million over a 10-year period 

Despite these actions, our preliminary work indicates that SSA has not 
engaged in a systematic analysis of potential approaches for 
consolidating its faaiities or realigning its facilities with the agency's 
evolving service delivery model. The National Research Council 
recommends that federal agencies use their organizational mission to 


”SSA OIG. Th» SooaJ Seeunty Adm/ntslrsttort’s Customer SerViCt De/rvey Pfeo. A-07' 

1 1-01 125 iSaltimore. MD: July 201 1). 

”GA0. Straamtinrng Government. Ouest/ons fo Ccfts^r IMten EvetueUng Pmponabi to 
CortsoMdafe Physic^ /nfrestwctum and Minagemenf Functions, QAO-12-d42 
(Washington, D C.- May 23, 2012). 

*®SSA officials told us (hat offices ate consolidated by closing an office and movina its 
staff into another office- ConsotidaUons often occur by merging (wo offioes that are located 
very dose together, or vdien staffing in one office has fallen below levels needed to 
sustain the office. In cases where officoe are closed because of prohibitively low staffing 
levels, the remaining staff are generally absorbed into nearby offices. 
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guide facilities Investment decisions and then integrate these investments 
Into their strategic planning processes We previously reported that 
agencies should consider the potential costs and benefits of any 
widespread efforts to consolidate physical Infrastructure before embarking 
on such an action. To support Its rationale for consolidation and assess 
the potential impact and challenges of consolidation, we suggested that 
agencies consider issues such as how to fund up-front costs associated 
with consolidation and the effect on various stakeholders 


SSA’s Planning Efforts 
Are Not Adequate to 
Address the Long- 
Tenn Nature of Its 
Management 
Challenges 


SSA has ongoing planning efTons. but we have (dentifieb two major areas 
in which these efforts may fall short in addressing the long-term nature of 
the agency's management challenges* (1) its planning efforts are short- 
term and do not adequately address emerging issues, and (2) it lacks 
continuity in its strategic planning leadership 

Need for longer-term efforts to address emerging issues. SSA's 
planning efforts, from an overall strategic plan to its service delivery plan, 
typically look no more Hian 5 years out For example. SSA is finalizing a 
service delivery plan, but the draft document primarily contains detailed 
plans for the next b years and focuses on existing initiatives rather than 
articulating specific long-tenn strategies for the agency's service delivery 
model. While the draft service delivery plan acknowledges the need to 
assess the agency's workforce structure, it stops short of providing a 
vision for how the workforce structure should best make use of expanded 
virtual and automated service delivery channels. The plan also states that 
issues such as the need to strategically develop and place self-service 
options and to determine whether the Internet should be the primary 
service delivery mechanism for certain services, will need to be 
considered over the next 6 to 10 years, but It does not provide a specific 
strategy for how to resolve these issues. Further, the plan does not 
articulate SSA's long-term costs and benefits for its investmerrts, such as 
the specific impact (hat moving to onlirte services is expected to have on 
backlogs and workforce needs For many years, we have recommended 
that SSA develop a comprehensive service delivery plan that outlines 
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how il will deliver quallly service while managing growing work demands 
within a constrained budgel *' 

Similady, our preliminary work shows lhal SSA's current strategic plan 
largely descnbes Ihe continuation, expansion, or enhancement of existing 
activities, rather than proposing new initiatives or broad changes to 
address emerging Issues. One of the goals of Ihe agency's strategic plan 
is to increase the public's use of online services, but several SSA officials 
and representatives of one SSA management group lold us that this shin 
will not be sufficient to address growing service demands. For example, 
as discussed earlier, to meet service challenges, some officials said the 
agency will also need to simplify its disability policy and develop a 
strategy lor meeting Ihe needs of individuals who may not have access lo 
computers at home or who may not be computer lllerale At Ihe same 
time, however, some SSA officials noted that the agency may need to 
limit the number of days per week lhal field offices are open lo the public 
to contain costs 

Vanous groups have called on SSA to acknowledge emerging long-term 
issues by aniculating them in a longer-term strategy. In 3011, the Social 
Secunly Advisory Board called for SSA to develop a strategy lor service 
delivery through 2020 that will serve as Ihe cornerstone for its IT. human 
capital, policy review, and organizational restructuring plans The SSA 
OIG also called on SSA lo prepare a longer-term vision lo ensure that it 
has the programs, processes, staff, and infrastructure necessary to 
provide service In die future Several SSA officials we spoke with lold us 
that developing a long-term service delivery plan should be Ihe next 
Commissioner’s lop pr'ionty. Moreover, regional commissioners and field 


*'See GAO, Social Soeutity Admtmstrdtion Service Deftvay Plan Needed lo Address 
Baby Boom Retirement Chatlensies, GAO-09-24 (Washlngioo, O.C.. Jan. 9, 2009): Social 
Security Sustatneri Bftort Needed to Improve Management and Prepare for the Pt/ture, 
GACVHRD-94-2? (Washington. D.C.: 27, 1993); fTSA's Management ChaHenges' 

Strong Leadershtp Needed to Turn Plana Into Timely Meaningful Action, 
GACyT-H£HS-96-1 13 (Washington, D C.' Mar. 12. 1996): and Soaal Secanty 
AdrtHniatraiion Effective Leadership Needed to M^t Oauniing Chaitenges, 
GAO/HEHS-96-196 (Washington, DC- Sept.12. 1996) 

*^Social Security Advisory Board A Vtstem of the Future tor ihe Soera/ Security 
Acftrrfrxstraoon (Washington, D C.: March 2011). 

*%SA OIG. Fiscal Year 2012 Inspector General Stalenwnl on the Social Security 
AdmnistratHfn's Ma/or Management and PtrformarK'e Challenges. A>02*13-13041 
(Ballirrtore. MO: Nov. 2012). 
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managers said that such a plan could help to clarity issues such as what 
services will be available online in the future, how these services will be 
implemented, how IT modernization will support service delivery, and 
which offices will have responsibility for different worKloads. SSA 
prepared Its last long-tenn agency visioiv- which covered a 10-year 
penod — in 2000, motivated by many conditions which remain true today, 
such as increasing workloads, advances In technology, and employee 
retirements 

Senior agency oHicials told us that as an agency. SSA generally views 
long-lerm planning as a secondary responsibility and is more focused on 
addressing short-term, tactical issues. Several officials also noted that 
uncertainty about budget resources has made it difficult lor SSA to 
engage m multi-year planning One official commented that as a result of 
Its budget situation, the agency has been reactive and failed to consider 
big picture issues Strategic planning literature notes the success of 
organizations that aie flexible and adaptive; these organizations plan for 
different scenarios and consider strategic options 

Need for continuity in strategic planning leadership. The GPRA 
Modernization Act of 2010 charges top agency leadership with improving 
agency management and performance." SSA previously had an Office of 
the Chief Strategic Officer, which was responsible for overseeing strategic 
planning This office worked with all SSA oomponenis to pnontize 
initiatives that would help the agency meet its goals and determined how 
to link these initiatives to the agency's budget. However, the office was 
dissolved in May 2008, and since that time the agency has not had an 
olfice dedicated to strategic planning Senior officials said that SSA 
should dedicate a position, such as a chief strategic officer, that will report 
directly to the Commissioner and be solely responsible lor strategic 
planning in order to bring sustained, focused attention to long-term 
management challenges 


Concluding 

Observations 


In conclusion, the challenges SSA faces will subsleniially affect its ability 
to address cntical concerns in the coming years SSA's efforts to meet 
many of its management challenges have been complicated by budgetary 
constraints and continued uncertainty about the current and future fiscal 


“Pub L No 111-352. §8, 124 SB! 3866, 3878 (2011) 
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environment. Despite these constraints, the agency will need to balance 
competing demands for resources — both In terms of managing day-to-day 
budget decisions and planning for emerging and long-term budget issues 
SSA already manages a substantial and diverse workload and the 
demands on SSA from new retirees and individuals with disabilities will 
continue to grow 

SSA's new Commissioner will face wide-ranging challenges that will 
require a comprehensive, long-range strategy that current planning efforts 
do not adequately address In the absence of a long-term strategy for 
service delivery, the agency will be poorly positioned to make needed 
well-informed decisions about Its critical functions, including how many 
and what type of employees SSA will need for its future workforce, how 
the agency will address disability claims backlogs white ensuring program 
integnty, and how the agency will mors strategically use its information 
technology and physical infr^tructure to best deliver services 

Chairman Johnson. Ranking Member Becerra, and Members of the 
Committee, this completes my prepared statement I would be pleased to 
respond to any questions that you may have at this time. 
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Chairman JOHNSON. As is customary, we will ask questions. In 
each round I will limit my time to 5 minutes and ask my colleagues 
to also limit their time during the questioning session. 

Mr. O’Carroll, one of the concerns I have is the safety of Social 
Security’s huge databanks of sensitive information. I understand 
you share this concern and, in fact, have raised a red flag. Social 
Security’s first-ever material weakness in their audit report be- 
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cause internal systems could be accessed by auditors. Social Secu- 
rity was warned about this the year before and did nothing. 

Tell me, have they fixed the problem? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Mr. Chairman, it is an ongoing process of re- 
pair on it. I must say that the Acting Commissioner has made it 
a priority, and as a result of that my office and Grant Thornton, 
the contract auditor that identified the problems, meet probably on 
a monthly basis with the agency. We met as recently as last week, 
management teams, to discuss it. They have tiger teams working 
to correct the problem on it. So I must say SSA is aggressively tak- 
ing steps to identify the issues that were raised, and we are hoping 
that they will be able to alleviate the problem as soon as possible. 
So I have to say we are on top of it, we are watching it very closely, 
and I am seeing at least a commitment on the part of SSA to fix 
it. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Well, are they accessing that system from 
outside or at the local offices or up here? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. The way they are doing is, is that they have — 
they. Grant Thornton, hires hackers that are constantly pinging 
SSA to see if there are any vulnerabilities. And what they were 
finding is, is that by not outside, which is good news, so it is not 
an external penetration on it, but from internal use of any of the — 
what they are doing is, is that by accessing internal systems in 
SSA, they can get much better permissions and then get deeper 
into the security functions. That is what happened last year, and 
that is what is being prevented now. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Are they stealing Social Security num- 
bers? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. No, they are not. And what that is, is it is real- 
ly, as I said, it is internal, there hasn’t been any extent of where 
they are being able to do it from externally or a different country 
doing it or anything else. So at the moment the internal ones are 
being fixed. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Well, for both of you, do you believe the 
way Social Security serves the public today will work in the future? 
And if not, what does Social Security need to do to modernize the 
way it does business? You going to let Bertoni go first? 

Mr. BERTONI. I think one area, it is structural in design but it 
really has an operational aspect here, and it is the agency really 
needs to modernize its medical and vocational criteria and develop 
an occupational information system that is really reflective of what 
it means to have a work disability in this country, what jobs are 
in the national economy. We have long said that they need that, 
to have criteria that is more reflective of what it means to be dis- 
abled today. 

We know they are working on modernization of their criteria, 
they are moving forward with an occupational information system. 
They are behind. We have some real concerns with design and im- 
plementation. But if they get this right, I think it really has oper- 
ational implications to help them free up resources that they are 
now expending and sometimes not expending and to the great con- 
cern of the Congress. That is, if we can really get people on the 
rolls who are truly reflective of what it means to be disabled today, 
we will likely have less instance of folks violating the work rules. 
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going out and working later on. In essence they are having to chase 
that money through the work CDRs and the medical reviews. 

Right now we know that the bulk of overpayments in the work 
at the back end is to follow up on work activity. So if we really 
have a system that says you cannot work in the national economy, 
there is no job in the national economy for you, then perhaps you 
will have fewer folks wading into this unauthorized work activity 
and in essence having to chase it at great administrative cost and 
the Congress asking them why they are not doing that work be- 
cause they are making some priority choices. 

Beyond that, I think there are real opportunities to look at serv- 
ices that they should be providing, modes of services, electronic ac- 
cess, online access, smart phones, kiosk in remote locations. Those 
are ways to leverage their limited resources and to work smarter. 
I think they need to be part of that vision, to say: Here is where 
we can move, here is where it is not feasible, and here is what it 
is going to cost for us to do that. 

Chairman JOHNSON. How many of those are you catching every 
day in the IG’s office? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. We are catching quite a few of those. And I 
will go into those a little bit more in depth later. But I agree with 
what Dan said in terms of electronic service. That should be the 
role of the future. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Okay. My time has expired. 

Mr. Becerra, you are recognized. 

Mr. BECERRA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

And once again thank you for the work that you are doing and 
we hope that you will continue to work — I know you are going to 
continue to work with Social Security Administration on this. And 
we need to make progress on technology, the modernization, and I 
hope we are able to do that, because the workload for Social Secu- 
rity is not going to decrease, it is going to increase. 

And I think, Mr. Bertoni, in your, I think, if I am looking at your 
testimony, your written testimony, you point out that, in a chart, 
back in 2002 there were 50.8 million, about 51 million Americans 
who were receiving benefits from Social Security. So 51 million 
Americans who were coming into Social Security to get services; 
2012, last year, 62 million Americans receiving benefits and serv- 
ices. By 2025 the projection, 85.5 million people. So it is not going 
to stop, it is just going to grow. And so we have got to deal with 
the fact that we need the capacity to deal with more folks quickly 
and accurately so we don’t pay out benefits to people who don’t de- 
serve them and we don’t delay benefits for those who have earned 
them. 

But I think you would agree that you need people to do some of 
this stuff. It would be great if we could handle this through just 
automation and computers, but we will need people, and the grow- 
ing workload will require you to have smart, intelligent people. 
And I think you point out that the folks that Social Security seems 
to be losing now with these budget cuts are people who are very 
experienced. The retirements, the chart that you point out, retire- 
ments, it is a little ominous. We are losing a lot of the folks who 
have done the work for a long time, and we may not have the re- 
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sources at the Social Security Administration to do the training for 
any folks who might come in. 

The worst part of this, of course, is the Social Security has a hir- 
ing freeze, right, so they are losing experienced people and they are 
not able to hire folks to replace them. Is that a good prescription 
to try to deal with the growing workload that we have? 

Mr. BERTONI. I think the prescription for dealing with the 
growing workload is certainly to have the right people in the right 
place at the right time with the correct knowledge, skills, and abili- 
ties. And there is no question that the agency is stretched to the 
limit, near limits, in what they are doing with the staff they have 
now. But I do believe world class organizations, regardless of the 
budget situation, you have to do something. And right now it looks 
like there is almost no succession plan. We have been told this was 
a luxury. But I don’t think it is a luxury. I think it is more than 
that. I think there are opportunities to leverage what they are 
doing in the human capital office to have some level of succession 
planning. 

Mr. BECERRA. Have you had a conversation with the interim 
administrator. Social Security administrator, on what she plans to 
do on this issue of successor 

Mr. BERTONI. Ms. Colvin? Ms. Colvin. 

Mr. BECERRA. Yes. 

Mr. BERTONI. No, we have not. We have talked to folks in the 
offices associated with 

Mr. BECERRA. As I said, Mr. Chairman, Ms. Colvin should be 
here. We should be able to hear from her. Because when you tell 
us you testify about things that need to happen, it would be great 
to then say: So, Ms. Colvin, what do you say? How do you respond? 

Your testimony is critical. But we are missing a piece. We are 
missing a piece from the folks who could tell us, well, this is what 
we are trying to do in response to what we have been told by GAO 
or the Inspector General. We should have someone at this table 
who is from the district offices who could say, we would love to do 
what Mr. Bertoni is asking us to do, but this is the problem, or this 
is what we are doing. We are missing that. And of course the per- 
son who actually receives the service at the end of the day, the per- 
son who paid for your salary, my salary, and put the money in the 
bank for Social Security so the benefits could be paid, the American 
person, the American citizen, beneficiary, not here. 

This is a good hearing, but it is an incomplete hearing. And I 
hope we don’t give people this impression that this is all we can 
do, is talk to two very important witnesses without hearing from 
the others as well. 

Mr. Bertoni, you mentioned in your testimony the growth in the 
caseload. What has happened to Social Security Administration’s 
budget in the last 2, 3 years? 

Mr. BERTONI. It has remained fairly static. 

Mr. BECERRA. Okay, steady. While the caseload keeps growing 
its budget number — is the budget today as big as it was in 2011? 

Mr. BERTONI. I believe it is. 

Mr. BECERRA. In 2010? 

Mr. BERTONI. I can get those figures. I don’t have them specifi- 
cally. 
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Mr. BECERRA. My understanding is that the budget today has 
gone down to what it was back in 2010, and in those 3 years we 
have added hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people to the 
caseload. 

So by the way, I think a point we should make, Mr. Chairman, 
is that Social Security has money to pay for its administration. We 
pay taxes for that. As I mentioned before, about one penny out of 
every dollar that people contribute in taxes is used for the cost of 
administration. We are shortchanging SSA from the ability to pro- 
vide services to people who paid for those benefits even though the 
money is there to pay for the cost of administering the programs. 
Unlike other agencies in the Federal Government, Social Security 
does have money to pay for administration and it does it very effi- 
ciently. But once again we don’t have anyone from SSA to tell us 
about that. 

And with that, I will yield back the balance of my time. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Mr. Renacci, you are recognized. 

Mr. RENACCI. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And I want to thank 
the witnesses for being here. 

You know, it is interesting, as I hear, we talk about budget cuts 
and operations, I think of being a small business owner for almost 
20 years and a CPA who had to deal with many small business 
owners who every day had to get up with limited dollars and get 
things accomplished and still provide the same services. So I am 
not sure it is always budget issues. I think sometimes we are really 
have to be more efficient. 

We have a program here in Social Security that we need to make 
sure is solvent for the long term, that its systems are working 
properly. But it is interesting because I was sitting here listening, 
I am thinking, boy, as a small business owner, which there are 
many of them out there in America right now listening, they wish 
they had more money but they know every day they have to run 
more efficiently with what they have. And I think that is probably 
the most important thing that I hope here in the government we 
can start doing, living with bringing efficiencies into the system. 

So a couple things, though, when I think about some of the 
issues that we are talking about, we are talking about a Commis- 
sioner and having the Acting Commissioner here. Mr. Bertoni, we 
have had acting managers in the business world. We real really 
need a Commissioner. It would be probably important if the admin- 
istration would nominate a Commissioner so we can move forward. 
But what can an Acting Commissioner do when he or she knows 
that maybe another Commissioner will come in and change things? 

Mr. BERTONI. I think that is an excellent question, and I think 
if you look government-wide whenever we have acting situations 
you don’t see big, bold moves. You are going to see administration 
of the current priorities and the recent priorities of the prior Com- 
missioner. I think it is very difficult for an Acting Commissioner 
to be big and bold and to begin to articulate a vision that rep- 
resents considerable change to convince folks in the agency who 
will be there when they potentially leave, if they don’t convert to 
the Commissioner, and to convince you all that you should buy into 
some grand vision for change. 
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So I do think that the acting status is not helpful to SSA for an 
extended period of time. 

Mr. RENACCI. Mr. O’Carroll, I think in your testimony you 
talked about a system, it has not been updated since 1976, I am 
talking about the Social Security time and cost accounting systems. 
I understand this has been covered in a series of audits. Tell us 
what you did find and what actions Social Security has taken in 
response to that. 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Yes, Mr. Renacci. What we found is, is that ba- 
sically that system is not capturing the work level that it is report- 
ing. And when you think back in the 1970s when it was designed, 
it was basically taking a look at different functions that SSA was 
doing. And since then computers have taken over a lot. A lot of the 
workload that was done in paper and tally sheets and that type of 
information has all been replaced by computers. So what we are 
hoping for is that SSA would start updating that system so it 
would be more reflective of the workloads that it is reporting. 

And the other part is anything that goes back to the 1970s isn’t 
as automated, and a lot of the information is manually put into it, 
and when you have the manual input in these days that is where 
oftentimes you are having your problems in terms of, it is when we 
did our audit we were finding that the accuracy level was very low 
when it is done manually. 

So again it is a top priority, SSA’s Acting Commissioner is look- 
ing at this. Grant Thornton gave a briefing on it about 2 weeks 
ago, and we are doing everything we can to support having that 
updated. 

Mr. RENACCI. Mr. O’Carroll, can you also talk about the work 
incentive simplification pilot? Could you tell us a little more about 
the pilot program? And do you feel it could yield savings? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Yes, Mr. Renacci. To be truthful, I can’t really 
comment on it because it is a pilot that is being done by SSA right 
now trying to simplify the work incentives on it. One of the other 
thing that we have worked on is Ticket to Work, and we are find- 
ing that that hasn’t been all that successful, and we are finding 
that the work incentives simplication program is going to probably 
be — what we are hoping for is better than the Ticket to Work in 
terms of simplifying the incentive program. 

Mr. RENACCI. Thank you. I see my time has run out. I yield 
back. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you. 

Mr. Thompson, do you care to question? 

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I do. Thank you for 
holding the hearing. 

And thanks to both of you for the work that you are doing. 

Mr. O’Carroll, there have been a number of reports lately, most 
of these have been on the radio, portraying Social Security dis- 
ability as the new unemployment. Can you comment on that? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Yes Mr. Thompson. Well, first I guess was it 
last month that the actuary of Social Security testified before this 
committee and was talking about how a lot that is effecting the rise 
in the number of claims that are going towards SSA is being driven 
mostly by demographics. And one of the things that we have been 
finding and I think everybody has found is, is that there has been 
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a 93 percent increase in unemployment, and at the same time 
there has been about a 33 percent increase in disability claims to- 
wards SSA. So we are finding that they are not necessarily rising 
dramatically or identically. 

And what we are also finding, too, is, is that the SSA’s amount 
of allowances has been decreasing. So again it hasn’t been SSA is 
putting more people on the rolls. In fact, they are decreasing the 
number of allowances that are happening. So again I think what 
we are trying to, or at least what the agency was trying to do and 
the actuary is saying is, is that at this point now 10 years ago they 
were predicting that there would be the raise in the amount of peo- 
ple applying for disability mostly because the demographics of the 
baby boomers are all coming into that time period. They are of the 
age 50-plus, which is the time when most disabilities are being re- 
ported. So is that sufficient? 

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you. 

Mr. O’CARROLL. You are welcome. 

Mr. THOMPSON. Also in your testimony you estimate that for 
every dollar that is spent on continuing disability reviews that you 
yield $9 in savings. And you also note that there is a little over a 
million cases in backlog. So if your budget were increased or if it 
hadn’t been cut to the extent that it been over the course of the 
last 3 years, would that help process this backlog and maybe even 
return some money for the program? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Absolutely. Something that we have been in- 
sisting on is that SSA has to do that balance between stewardship 
and service. And what oftentimes happens is, is that SSA feels that 
when resources decline, they are going to go more for service than 
for the stewardship. And just as we were saying, is you get any- 
where from 15 to 1 on a work CDR, you are getting about a 9 to 
1 on a medical CDR. And then again if you even do with redeter- 
minations are a 7 to 1. That is why we are usually saying it is 
averaging out right in the 9 to 1 range on the benefit of them. 

One thing that we feel on it is, is that it is really an SSA decision 
where they put their resources, and what we are hoping for is, is 
that they put more resources towards the redeterminations in the 
continuing disability reviews no matter what, that should always 
be a priority when they are balancing out the service and steward- 
ship. But it is a decision that management at SSA makes. 

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you. My last question is a little out of 
the ordinary and I apologize upfront for asking it. But since Con- 
gress has been talking about ways to minimize or prevent gun vio- 
lence prevention, I know my office, I don’t know about the rest of 
you all, but we have had an inordinate number of contacts from 
people who are claiming that the Social Security Administration, 
along with I believe NOAA, is stockpiling hollow point bullets. 

Are you all trying to take over the world? Or is there some expla- 
nation for this? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Believe it or not, I have got this answer quite 
well because I just testified with another committee yesterday 
about this. One, what we are trying to do — or, one, all of our agents 
are 1811 law enforcement officers. And part of our having law en- 
forcement authority is that we have to qualify with our duty weap- 
on on a quarterly basis. And what happened was is that when we 
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did a procurement about a year ago for more ammunition, the Web 
sites picked it up and the blogosphere had it out that we were arm- 
ing Social Security offices and bringing ammunition in should there 
be civil unrest. 

Mr. BECERRA. You may have to do that if you keep cutting the 
number of employees. 

Mr. O’CARROLL. And then what we reported back, in fact, to 
the Chairman on it and we put it on our blog was that the number 
of ammunition that we order is identical to the amount that we 
shoot every year for our qualifications, and it is not like we are try- 
ing to stockpile weapons. And I have to say, give ourselves a plug, 
is yesterday we credited with keeping better track of all the ammu- 
nition that we have in comparison to the Department of Homeland 
Security. We were used as sort of the model for accountability 
when it came to the ammunition that we have. 

Mr. THOMPSON. Well, thank you. I will sleep better tonight. 

Chairman JOHNSON. I remember in Korea and Vietnam we 
didn’t have to account for them, we just shot them. 

Mister 

Mr. TIBERI. Me? 

Chairman JOHNSON. Yeah, you. 

Mr. TIBERI. Is that a yes or a no? 

Chairman JOHNSON. Tiberi, you are recognized. 

Mr. O’CARROLL. On civil unrest or 

Mr. TIBERI. On Mr. Thompson’s question. 

Mr. Bertoni, have you ever been to Disney World. 

Mr. BERTONI. Yes. 

Mr. TIBERI. Been there lately? 

Mr. BERTONI. Yes. 

Mr. TIBERI. Pretty special place. 

Mr. BERTONI. Agree. 

Mr. BECERRA. Careful now. 

Mr. TIBERI. This has nothing to do with this particular testi- 
mony that you have, but you are an auditor. Does it ever cross your 
mind of what you do at GAO and where you audit, wow, what they 
do at Disney World is pretty special in terms of something Mr. 
Renacci talked about, efficiency, stewardship, and service that you 
mentioned. I was thinking of that when you all were talking. And 
by the way, one of my daughters recently said, boy, all these people 
are so nice, people who work there, whether they were 18 or 80 and 
in between, everybody was so nice and they weren’t getting paid 
$100,000 to be nice. The culture was unbelievable. 

Have you ever thought as a GAO auditor that maybe there is 
something that we could do at the Federal level to change the cul- 
ture, that it is not all about money, that it is about efficiency, serv- 
ice, stewardship? What can we do to implement what you talked 
about, what you found concerning succession planning, disability 
issues, information technology, and physical infrastructure? Some 
of that has to do with money, but does it all have to do with 
money? 

Mr. BERTONI. I would say no. And to all due respect to Mr. 
Becerra, I think most agencies today would say we could use more 
resources. But I don’t see a lot of resources on the horizon. So effi- 
ciency and stewardship has to come into play. And again I think 



51 


even with the resources they have been given over the last several 
years, while some might think that is insufficient, I can give you 
numerous examples where SSA has rolled out initiatives to fix the 
disability programs and make it better that were poorly designed, 
were poorly implemented, and never evaluated. So when you look 
at funds expended versus funds received, efficiency didn’t wring 
out. And we have had numerous occasions where a backlog reduc- 
tion initiative had made it worse. 

So I think there are opportunities to lay some of this on the man- 
agement doorstep, say you need to work more efficiently within the 
resources you have, you need to define business plans, define plans 
that articulate return on investment, evidence of due diligence be- 
fore you strike out on very large pilots and demonstration projects. 
We haven’t seen that. I have been in this business for many years, 
and we haven’t seen enough of that. 

We certainly are frustrated. I can understand frustration on the 
part of the overseers who, when the agency comes to the table for 
more resources, these business plans, these documents that would 
document return on investment, if you give us X, we can deliver 
Y, we haven’t seen, I think, if they could come to the table in some 
critical areas with those information, I think the Congress would 
have more information to make those funding decisions, better in- 
formation. 

Mr. TIBERI. So I know you don’t have the ability to audit Dis- 
ney, but would it be worthwhile for GAO to maybe give maybe 
some additional guidance to some of these agencies based upon 
what other people have done successfully to use fewer dollars to 
implement better programs? 

Mr. BERTONI. Absolutely, and we do that on a regular basis. 

Mr. TIBERI. You do already do that? 

Mr. BERTONI. We can talk best practices, we talk what is com- 
mon in the various communities for managing backlogs for dem- 
onstration projects, pilots, years and years of recommendations. 
Sometimes they take them up, sometimes they don’t. 

Mr. TIBERI. Mr. O’Carroll, you have provided some information 
to Social Security, I understand, in your testimony where they 
could save billions of dollars based upon your audits, but they have 
not implemented them. Do you know why? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Mr. Tiberi, again this would probably be best 
answered by the agency on it. What we do is, is we track what rec- 
ommendations that we make and then go back to see which ones 
have been implemented by the agency. 

Mr. TIBERI. But you would contend that you have made rec- 
ommendations for them to save billions of dollars that has not been 
done yet? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Yes. Amongst which is the continuing dis- 
ability reviews that we just talked about. Billions could be saved 
if they were done on a regular basis and prioritized. 

Mr. TIBERI. Would you argue as a taxpayer that maybe we 
should make sure that those recommendations are done before 
more money is given? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. Yes. But what I would do on that same line, 
Mr. Tiberi, would be is if this committee or the appropriators could 
designate that CDRs have to be done, make it a condition on any 
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type of appropriation that they get that they have to do a certain 
number of them. And in the past that has been designated in the 
appropriation and they were done and at that time it was very effi- 
cient. 

Mr. TIBERI. Thank you. I yield back. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Is it a lack of people to do those follow- 
up things or money? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. I think it is probably a combination. I think it 
is prioritizing, deciding which ones are the most important things 
to do for the agency. And that is what we have always said is, is 
that, as everybody, when you have a pot of money in front of you, 
you have to make your decisions which area you want to put it 
into. And our feeling is, is that in the fraud prevention and the 
identifying of money before and after is important. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you. 

Mr. Griffin, you are recognized. 

Mr. GRIFFIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Thank you all for being here today. I suspect if you went around 
the city of Washington and brought just about any agency in to 
Congress and asked them if they needed more money, I don’t know 
one that would say that they have got sufficient money. 

When I look at this, particularly with the systems that are used, 
and it is not just Social Security Administration, it is throughout 
government, there is a lot more going on than just funding. 

The VA has a big backlog, and their computer systems can’t talk 
to DOD. Now, a lot of that has to do with, I think, contractors mak- 
ing unique systems so they will have jobs forever. And this goes on 
all around Washington. 

It seems to me that asking for more money to support a 1976 ac- 
counting system is like a race car driver telling us that if we will 
just give him more money he can win with his 1975 Pinto. 

Mr. GRIFFIN. It can’t happen. It just can’t happen. And the sad 
thing is, it is not just Social Security Administration. Pick the 
agency. Just pick one. They are all top down. They are all lost in 
the old. They are all working on 20-, 30-, 40-year paradigms. They 
are trying. They are trying. But look at what the VA has done with 
the backlog. It is disgusting. It is ridiculous. And a lot of it is not 
that they need more money. It hasn’t worked with the VA. We 
throw money away. 

And so what a lot of us are saying is, show some innovation, 
change your culture, do things differently. Maybe you are ham- 
pered in large part by the laws that this Congress has passed, the 
civil service system or whatever, you know. Congress can bear 
some blame there. But the idea that you are going to give more 
money to a Federal agency and everything is going to be just okay, 
it is just a bunch of nonsense. 

I was running with a general down the mall the other day and 
I said, how is sequester affecting DOD? And he said, you know, you 
are not going to hear this a lot but I am being told at the Pentagon 
that we may not be able to spend all the money. 

And I said, what? 

He said, yeah, you know, we are going to find places to spend it. 
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I met with a commander at an air base in my district who said — 
I asked him about sequester — he said, you know, in a weird way 
I think the Air Force is going to be stronger than ever. 

I said, really? 

He said, we have never had to make choices before now. We have 
always had plenty of money to waste. And now we have to make 
smart decisions. That is the commander. 

So, you know, I think that innovation and efficiency and reform 
is the path forward. And I want to ask you, Mr. Bertoni — and I en- 
joyed our meeting in our office and I know we are going to have 
some more. I think you are doing some great stuff. 

Mr. Bertoni — and since I have talked with you so such, I am 
going to ask Mr. Bertoni a question — a recent GAO report looked 
at the technology spending and how it is divided between maintain- 
ing and investing in new technology. Could you talk a little bit 
about that split and why maintenance costs have been growing so 
rapidly? 

Mr. BERTONI. Actually, that wasn’t a part of the scope of this 
review, so I am not your best expert to touch on those issues. That 
had to do with sort of rise of maintenance costs versus the decision 
to go to new modernized technology. I believe that report noted 
that there are a range of factors that can drive maintenance costs, 
including salaries, but that report made no definitive linkage be- 
tween what actually was the driver of those costs. 

So I would defer to our IT folks, happy to submit a question for 
the record. I do know from an IT standpoint at SSA, they had his- 
torically not had sound or rigorous business plans to justify why 
they are moving forward on expensive initiatives, on initiatives in 
general. 

Mr. GRIFFIN. So they are buying systems, spending money on 
systems that may or may not be part of a coherent plan. Is that 
what you are telling me? 

Mr. BERTONI. Exactly. They didn’t have sufficient business 
plans to support investment or metrics that could be used to prove 
how this initiative will have an impact on the area that it was 
being applied to. We have made recommendations that they do so, 
that they have a more rigorous business plan. That is a good thing. 
We also know that they haven’t historically updated their IT stra- 
tegic plan and they haven’t adhered to it. Instead, they have tend- 
ed to be bound by the shorter-term budget cycle. 

We have recommended that they continue to update this plan; 
that they abide by it; that they remain consistent with their longer- 
term goals. And hopefully that will result in a more strategic pur- 
chasing of the systems they need to make the process work better. 
We have those recommendations. I believe they have agreed, and 
what we are waiting to see is how they play out. 

Again, that is another team. I can get you a more definitive an- 
swer. If you want to submit that for the record, we can certainly 
do that. 

Mr. GRIFFIN. That would be great. Thank you so much. Appre- 
ciate you. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you. 

Mr. Schock, do you care to question? 
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Mr. SCHOCK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And thank you both 
to our witnesses. I think a lot of good comments have already been 
made, but particularly I want to follow up on a line of questions 
I had last year about the Social Security Administration’s ability 
to keep the public informed about the status of their accounts. And 
particularly, I know most of us who have been getting paper state- 
ments for a while, the administration, the agency made the call 
that because of the lack of funding they disbanded the paper state- 
ments. I know the President’s request, he asked for somewhere in 
the $100 million to $200 million to reinstitute the process of mail- 
ing those paper statements. I would be interested in you com- 
menting on that request, whether you think that is a wise use of 
funds, number one. 

Number two, we have made significant investment in going on- 
line, to allow people if they register with SSI to be able to get their 
information online. However, I am always surprised back home 
how no one seems to know that they can get their information on- 
line or that Social Security Administration has disbanded the prac- 
tice of giving their statements. I don’t know if they notified people 
that was being done or they just went ahead and did it. But I know 
that folks ask me all the time why they don’t get the statement 
anymore, and I tell them, but messengers of one aren’t all that ef- 
fective. 

So I guess my question is, what do you think the best way is of 
moving forward? Obviously, if people don’t know what is in their 
account, that is problematic, and I am not sure the President’s re- 
quest of $100 million to $200 million to go back to the 20th century 
of mailing statements, which is not in my opinion a long-term solu- 
tion. Wouldn’t it be better to spend money to inform the public that 
they can go online and get their information, register online, so it 
is a much more efficient and cost-effective way to continue that 
communication moving forward? 

Mr. O’CARROLL. I will take the first part, Mr. Schock, on this 
one. And that one of the things that is of concern to us is, and it 
ties into what we have been talking about before with strategic 
planning for the agency, is really looking at electronic service. And 
that would be part of the, you know, the long-range strategic plan 
for the agency is to incorporate in how electronic service is going 
to replace the paper that we were talking about. And I agree with 
you that it does seem almost like a giant leap backwards to be fo- 
cusing so much on paper statements at the same time when the 
SSA has released my SSA, which is pretty much a one-stop elec- 
tronic location where any of your constituents can go, can register 
and get their information, the same one they would be getting from 
their paper statement. 

And I have got to say, this is something that you have to be 
checking with your constituents in terms of what is the public’s re- 
quest for these paper statements or not. Because I think a lot of 
times it is because of the public request for paper statements that 
that keeps coming up as an issue on it. 

Mr. SCHOCK. Let me ask you, though, do you think that is be- 
cause they are not aware? I mean, look in the 21st century, you 
go and open a bank account, you open a credit card account, you 
open anything now financial, they want your email address. Be- 
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cause unless you specifically request your broker send you paper 
trades, your bank send you paper statements, everything is elec- 
tronic. Because people move around. It is more expensive. And we 
all know why. 

And so part of me believes the reason why people are asking for 
the paper statements because that is all they know, and we have 
done a lousy job, if a job at all, of either collecting the informa- 
tion — I don’t know whether that should be employer responsibility 
or the request needs to be sent out — but I interject because I know 
that people are still asking for it. I just happen to believe that the 
same people who get their bank statements online and their broker 
statements online and in some cases pay their taxes online, or real 
estate taxes online, would prefer to just get their SSI information 
online as well. They just don’t know about it. 

Mr. O’CARROLL. I agree with you. I think, you know, papers is, 
you know, a sort of a step backwards on it. And I think that, you 
know, the publicizing of the electronic services of SSA is important. 
There are 21 services that they have. We feel that they should be 
expanding them dramatically. We are thinking up to and including, 
very supportive if we can get the security put into it, of mobile ap- 
plication, so that instead of getting that statement that you are 
talking about in the mail, that you could actually do it on a mobile 
device. 

But again, our concern with all of that is the security. It is keep- 
ing everyone’s information safe. And I have got to assure you that 
that is what we are looking at very closely with all of SSA’s pro- 
grams, and looking very closely at my SSA just to make sure that 
the fraudsters aren’t trying to get your information electronically. 

The other one, too, goes back to why we disagree with paper is, 
is that that is a lot of information that you really don’t want in the 
mail anyway. So we would like to see it electronic. 

Mr. SCHOCK. Okay. Thank you. 

Chairman JOHNSON. Thank you for that question. I agree with 
you, but, you know, there are still some people who don’t have ac- 
cess to computers, although you can get to them almost anywhere 
you need to. 

I thank you to our witnesses for your testimony, and I think we 
have had a good session on how Social Security needs to prepare 
for the future. And I am sure we will be talking to both of you in 
the future. 

I thank also our Members for being here. In the meantime, we 
look forward to the White House nominating a new Commissioner 
as quickly as possible. Americans want, need, and deserve no less. 

With that, the committee stands adjourned. Thank you. 

[Whereupon, at 10:36 a.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.] 

[Public Submissions for the Record follows:] 
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Chairman Johnson. Ranking Member Becerra, and members of the Subcommittee, thank you for 
the opportunity to submit testimony on the challenges facing Social Security 

On behalf of the approximately 160,000 members and supporters of the .^merican Association of 
University Women (AAUW), I am pleased to share AAUW's perspective on the challenges 
facing the next Commissioner of Social Security. AAUW strongly supports "suengthening 
retirement benefits and programs, including pension impro\ emems and protecting Social 
Security from privatization.”' 

Since its founding in 1 8S I . AAUW has been breaking through barriers for women and girls. 
AAUW believes tliat Social Security is of particular importance to the economic security of 
women. The Social Security system is more than just a retirement program: It is one of the most 
successful anti-poverty programs in our nation's history, providing benefits to many children, 
disabled workers, surviving spouses, and retirees. It is particularly important for women, who ate 
more likely to suffer financial insecurity in their later years. 

Despite its many benefits. Social Security is not perfect. Gender pay inequities reverberate in 
women’s lower than average benefit levels, and women’s benefits are also affected by their time 
away from the workforce and longer lifespans. AAUW believes that these issues and combatting 
efforts to cut Social Security benefits will be the central challenges facing the next Social 
Security Commissioner, 

The Gender Pay Gap 

Women who work full time earn 77 cents on average for every dollar men earn.* Tliis gap is 
found throughout the economy. Even when controlling for factors knowm to affect earnings such 
as education and training, parenthood, and hours worked, AAUW has found that college- 
educated women still earn 7 percent less tlian men one year out of college and 12 percent less 
than men 10 years out of college, even when they have the same major and occupation as tlieir 
male counterparts.’ The pay gap means women only le.ss than men for almost all of their career. 


I 
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Women earn less Uian men when working in the same position and are more likely lo work in job 
fields that pay less/* Although more women work now than ever before and in a multitude of 
different industries and occupations, they are still concentrated in certain fields. Women working 
in traditionally female industries make 20 to 3(1 percent less than women in nontraditional fields, 
which also are more likely to offer retirement benefits.’ In fact, 60 percent of women still work 
in low-wage positions- including clerical, sales, and service Jobs - that often do not offer 
pension plans.® Without Social Security, single women who work in low-wage positions would 
have to save 25 percent of their earnings starting from their first day of work in order to 
adequately provide for retirement ’ 

Compared to men, women have fewer resources to draw upon in their later years. Forty-eight 
percent of all non-married (divorced, widowed, or never married) women age 65 and older get 
90 percent or more of their income from Social Security." In 2010, unmarried women received 
49 percent of their total income from Social Security while non-married men only received 37 
percent of their total income from Social Security.’ In 2008, 23 percent of women older than 65 
relied on Social Security for all of their income.'" 

This disparity not only affects women's retirement, but it also hurts ilieir family's economic 
security if lliey become disabled or die. The gender pay gap hurts individual women, their 
families, and our nation. AAUW urges the next Commissioner to bring public attention to the 
gender pay gap. 

Time Out of the Workforce 

Women still bear a disproportionate burden of caregiving responsibilities, which can take them 
out of the paid workforce to care for children and aging parents." In 2006. women averaged 27 
years in the workforce compared lo almo.st 40 years for men. While the current Social Security 
benefit formula compensates women for lower lifetime earnings by providing a higher return of 
income for lower-income workers, it cannot make up for the substantial amount of time women 
are out of the workforce on average or the fact that women are also unlikely to be making 
pension or retirement savings investments during their displacement.” AAUW supports efforts 
to publicize and address this dilemma and urges the next Commissioner to devote resources to 
equalizing these benefits. 

Women's Longer Lifespans 

Women face a different time frame than men when sufficiently planning for retirement. Their 
longevity makes Social Security’s lifetime, cost-of-living-adjusted benefits even more important 
to them. In 2009, a woman who was 65 years old could expect to live to age 85.3, while a 65- 
year-old man could expect to live to age 82.6.'’ Because women live longer, they depend on 
Social Security's lifetime benefits for more years than do men: because of the insufficiencies of 
many private pension plans, women are also more likely to need survivors' benefits. Older 
women especially benefit from Social Security, since many depend upon it as their primary 
source of retirement income.''* More than half of older women would fall into poverty witliout 
Social Security benefits.” 

Attempts to Cut Social Security Benefits 

Although Social Security needs reform, the system is not broken. The most recent Social 
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Security trustees’ report shows that the system can pay alt scheduled benefits through 2033.'* 
AAUW supports reform that updates the program while guaranteeing solvency, such as lilting 
the payroll tax cap. Currently, someone who makes S 1 13.700 a year pays the same amount into 
Social Security as a billionaire, as all income above that amount is exempt from the payroll tax.'’ 
AAUW supports legislation that would subject all income over S250,000 to the Social Security 
payroll tax. putting the wealthiest Americans on equal footing with everyone else. The Chief 
Actuary of the Social Security Administration has projected that applying the payroll tax to 
income above 5250,000 will extend the iiill solvency of Social Security for the next 75 years,'" 
protecting the benefits of millions of Americans. 

Additionally, AAUW supports measures to increase women's ability to participate in alternate 
forms of retirement programs. This includes counting the time women take off as part of the 
Family Medical Leave Act towards vesting, promoting the availability of 401(k) and other 
defined contribution plans for part-time workers, and encouraging more women to work in 
higher-wage, nontraditional jobs. AAUW strongly supports initiatives that seek to close the 
persistent and sizable wage gaps between men and women, and minorities as well, to funher 
reduce the inequity in retirement security. 

AAUW strongly opposes changes tliat would reduce Social Security benefits, such as 
introducing a “chained" consumer price index or privatizing Social Security. The chained CPI 
would revise the methodology for calculating the cosl-of-living adjustments for Social Security 
and veterans benefits. AAUW believes the chained CPI would particularly hurt older women and 
should not be an option. 

Further, AAUW strongly opposes privatizing Social Security, which would be especially bad for 
women. A system of private accounts instead of Social Security would risk lifetime retirement 
income. Beneficiaries would have to rely on the uncertainties of their investments in place of 
Social Security benefits, so women could actually outlive their benefits. The existing Social 
Security program provides guaranteed lifetime benefits to retirees, spouses, and widows. There 
should be no uncertainty attached to the benefits of our most vulnerable citizens. 

Conclusions 

Social Security is a national commitment through which we care for one another across 
generations. It is one of the most successful anti-poverty programs in our nation’s history. Yes, it 
faces challenges, but we can meet them together. By protecting benefits and raising the payroll 
tax cap, America can meet the trials posed by demographic and economic changes. AAUW 
believes it is vital to women's economic security to provide for the long-term solvency of Social 
Security and to maintain its current guaranteed benefits. We must keep our promise to one 
another. 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony. We are pleased to be working with you on 
dtis critical issue 


AAUW, t20ll). Biemtui! Ai:uon Pnnntws. Rctricvcil April 22. 2013. from www.a.uuw.ipg.Xcsoiiwe prmvipk*'*- 
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Daniel Solomon 


SSA should be promoting “intelligent" tactical government spending: 

Economists claim that for every dollar spent on CDRs, Continuing Disability Reviews, 
SSA gets ten dollars back. If the CDR funds were spent at Step 2 of the sequential 
evaluation, to appropriate Title II claims at the DDS (state)level, SSA would get back 
hundreds, if not thousands back for each dollar spent. 

Fewer claims would have to be adjudicated. 



61 


Social Security Works 


TRANSITION REPORT FOR 
THE NEW COMMISSIONER 
OF SOCIAL SECURITY: 

HOW TO ENSURE THE WORLD-CLASS 
SERVICE THE AMERICAN PEOPLE DESERVE 


March 2013 



STRENGTHEN 


SOCITSL'SECURITY 


COALITION 





62 


PREFACE 


Since the cornerstone was iaid in 1935, we have built our Social Security structure carefully and deliberately. In 
1939. we added Survivors Insurance for widows and dependent children. Disability Insurance was added in 1956, 
followed by Medicare and Medicaid in 1965. Automatic cost>oMiving adjustments (COLAs) were added in 1972 in 
order to maintain the purchasing power of benefits no matter how long .someone lives. We built, maintained and 
strengthened these institutions for a reason: to enable working men and women to protect themselves and their 
families. We built them because we, as a nation, value hard work, persona) respomsihility, and human digni^; we 
care for our parents, our children, our spouses, our neighbors and ourselves. 

The Strengthen Social Security Coalition, made up of more than 320 national and stare organizations representing 
more than 50 million Americans, cares deeply about maintaining and strengthening this cornerstone of American 
economic security. In this spirit, we offer this report to the next Commissioner of Social Secuhty, to better equip 
him or her to lead the Social Security Administration in the coming years. It is also intended as a resource to the 
President, members of Congress, congressional committees with jurisdiction over the program, and the Social 
Security Advisory Board. The report is not designed to be exhaustive in covering every aspect of the agency's 
responsibility, nor docs it address Trust fund solvency nr fiencfit adequacy i.s.sues. 

We are grateful to the iollowing people for writing portions of this report; T.j. Sutcliffe and Marty Ford (The Arc). 
Eric Shulinan (American Federation of Government Employees), Gerald McIntyre (National Senior Citizens Law 
Center). Ethel Zelenske (National Organization of Social Security Claimants' Representatives), jeff Cruz (Latino.s for 
a Secure Retirement), and Ivy Ngo (Southeast Asia Resource Ceiiter/Diverse Elders Coalition). We offer a special 
thanks to Benjamin Veghte (Soda! Security Works) who served as overall editor and also researched various 
elements of the report We acknowledge with appreciation the suggestions of Suzanne Bloutn, foi-merly of the Office 
of Communications of the Social Security Administration (SSA) and Kurt Czarnowski. formerly Regional 
Communicatlon.s Director for .SSA in New England and currently Principal, Czarnowski Consulting. Wc also thank 
Dana Bell. Molly Checksflekl. Daniel Marans, and Lacy Crawford of Social Security Works for their assistance In the 
report's preparation, and Dan Redding for the report's graphic design. 

Please contact the Social Security Works Communications Director, Don Owens, if you have questions about this 
report d.awen«@socl.aLsccurity;Works.^ 


Nancy Altman 

Co-Chalr, Strengthen 
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Coalition 

Founding Co-Director, 
Social Security Works 


Eric Kingson 
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Coalition 

Founding Co-Director, 
Social Security Works 


Joan Entmacher 
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Paul Nathanson 

Co-Chair, Adequacy of 
Benefits Committee, 
SSSC 

Executive Director, 
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The mL<:slon of Social Security Works is to protect and improve the economic .<datus of all Americans, 
especially disadvantaged and at-risk populations, and, in so doing, to promote social justice for current and 
future generations of children as well as young, middle-aged and older adults, www.soclalsecurityworks.org 
The Strengthen Social Security Coalition Ls made up of more than 320 national and state organizations, 
representing more than 50 million Americans. The Coalition Is united around core principles, which include 
that Social Security benefits should not be cut and, instead, should be increased, and the belief that our 
nation’s Social Security. Medicare and Medicaid systems are fundamental to the well-being of America's 
^rallies and to the type of nation we are. wwwjitreiigiliensodalsecurlty.org. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


"This is not a proyram tti which the Government or the well-to-do help people. On the contrary; it is 
primarily a program in which people help themselves, using Government as the instrument " 

- Former Commissioner Robert M. Bail 
in the |ournal of Commerce, jtine IS. 1964 

The Social Security Administration [SSA) is not merely another arm of government, hut the embodiment of a 
saa'ed trust that has been passed on from our grandparents to our parents, from our parents to us, and from 
us to our children, grandchildren, and those who come atler. By means of the Old Age, Survivors, and 
Disability Insurance fOASDI) programs, we insure ourselves and our families against the risks of losing 
income when we retire or when unexpected disability or death occurs. 

We pay Into the program during our working years, knowing we will rely on the services of SSA to access and 
administer the benefits we have earned. As leader of the agency, the Commissioner is entrusted with ensuring 
that SSA excels at serving those who fund and rely on its services, including the low-income aged, blind, and 
disabled who need Supplemental Security Income (SSH. 

This report is issued by the Strengthen Social Security Coalition (www.strengthensocialsecurity.org), an 
alliance of more than 320 national and state organizations committed to maintaining and improving our 
nation's Social Security system. While not designed to cover every aspect of the agency's responsibility, the 
report sheds light on many core administrative functions SSA performs in executing this public trust Some of 
our main findings and recommendations are summarized below. 

FUNDING AND STAFFING 

SSA collects payroll contributions from 157 million workers, and administers over $850 billion in Social 
Security and SSI benefits to more than 65 million beneficiaries each year. Tt administers Social Security at a 
minimal administrative cost of less dian one percent of revenues. Despite spending the program's own 
dedicated resource.^ and despite an accumulated reserve or sui'pliis of S2.7 trillion. Social Security's 
administrative funds are subject to the annual appropriations process, essentially treated liltf expenditures 
chat lack dedicated revenue. Its budget has been cut repeatedly in recent years, requiring staff reductions, 
field office closures, suspension of benefit statements and other measures that have significantly 
compromised the agency's stellar customer service. 

• The new Commissioner should urge Congress to treat the Social Security program separately from 
the annual appropriations process, as its dedicated revenue warrants, and allow sufficient FY 2014 
administrative funding to enable the agency to retain enough stall to respond to the rapidly growing 
demands on the program from the aging of 76 million baby boomers and the effects of the Great 
Recession. 

ACCESS AND CUSTOMER SERVICE 

The programs administered by SSA - OASDI and SSI, as well as Medicare eligibility determinations and 
prescription drug subsidy applications - are essential components of the economic security of virtually all 
Americans, and especially so for many vulnerable populations. It is critical that people with disabilities have 
access to all SSA programs and services. Access to individuals with Limited English Proficiency (LEP) is 
equally important. 

• SSA should enhance its capacity to communicate in its field offices and publications in a v'ariecy of 
languages, especially for the SSI program where over uiie-third of those applying on the basis of age 
are LEP, and where questions about benefit levels are far more likely to arise becau.se of the 
program's complex rules. 

• More funding and training should be provided to achieve better outreach to people who are 
homeless. 


PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING AND CONFIDENCE 
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An essential role of the Commissioner is to promote public understanding and confidence in the program. 
This is all the more important in an era where there are so many myths about the program circulating in the 
media and public discourse. Historically, SSA's communications functions included the development of 
pamphlets, speeches, teacher kits, news releases and training materials and their dissemination to the regions 
and, most importantly, to local Held offices. SSA should endeavor to calm and inform citizens about the 
insurance protections they are earning with their contributions through measures that include: 

• Restoring the annual mailing of the Social Security Statement; 

• Incorporating agC'Specific inserts that educate contributors about pertinent benefits such as the 
birth of a child; 

• Restoring the capacity of local field offices to reach out to the public; 

• Strengthening the agency’s capaci^ and commitment to engage in media appearances, conference 
presentations, and Interaction with organizations representing business, communities of faith, labor and 
diverse constituencies. 


DISABILITV DETERMINATIONS AND APPEALS 

It is well known that SSA has struggled to keep pace with the growing number of disability claims it has 
received in recent years. While SSA has made improvements to its Initial determination, hearing, and appeals 
processes over the last six years. signiOcant work remains to ensure that applicants receive a correct 
determination in a timely manner. In FY 2011, claimants for disability benefits faced average wait times of 
109 days for initial claims (from date of Filing to date of payment or denial) and 34S days from a hearing 
request to a decision. 

• SSA should be provided with adequate administrative funding to enable it to make significant 
additional strides in reducing the disability claims backlog. 

• The new Commissioner should focu,s attention on the functioning of the process for appealing 
proposed SSI suspensions and benefit reductions. 

• SSA also needs to develop a better reporting and recording system In order to promptly adjust 
benefit payments to prevent and reduce Improper under- and overpayments. 

RESEARCH 

With Social Security at a critical juncture in its 77‘year history, there is more need than ever for the agency to 
produce quality research on matters related to retirement and disability policy. However, the public policy 
and research resources at SSA have declined over the last 12 years. These resources have been diverted to 
researching operational matters, duplicating work done elsewhere in the agency. The new Commissioner 
should: 

• Restore the public policy and re.search resources at SSA: 

• SSA's research program should empirically examine benefit and income adequacy, as well as the 
distributional impact of refonn options. New surveys of beneficiaries should be conducted to shed light on 
the real situations and needs of elderly persons, people with disabilities and survivors; 

• Reorganize the public policy analysis and research previously housed in the Office of Policy into 
separate agency 'Wide offices like the Office of the Chief Actuary and Office of General Counsel to make it clear 
that they are focu.sed on serving external clients, and not simply part of the operationally oriented 
components; 

• Urge Congress to reauthorize Title M demonstration authority and research. 

Finally^ we strongly recommend maintaining the independence oF the Office of the Chief Actuary from 
political interference, and urge the new Commissioner to respect the Office's autonomy, 


For the full report, see: 

http://strengthensocialsecurlty.org/s1tes/defauU/files/Transftion_Report_for_the_New_Corn 

missioner_of_^ciaLSecuritY.pdf 
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SUMMARY OF POLICY AND ADMINISTRATIVE RECOMMENDATIONS 
FUNDING AND STAFFING 

• Request a minimum of $12.3 billion ForSSA's FV 2014 administrative funding to enable the agency to 
retain sufficient staff to respond to the rapidly growing demands on the program. 

• Urge Congress to change the proces-s for appropriating administrative Funds to SSA so that Social 
Security does not in e.ssence have to compete with other programs for use of Its own dedicated revenue. 

IMPROVING ACCESS AND CUSTOMER SERVICE 
Access for People with Disabilities 

■ Ensure that all aspects of SSA's web site. eJectronic communication.s.and IT are fully accessible under 
Section 504, and establish a comprehensive Section S04 policy that requires the following elements: 

■ Make vhrrltten a.ssurances addressing method.s of implementation and enforcement of every 
substantive Section 504 regulation as found at 45 C.F.R.. part 85 et .seq. 

• In all relevant SSA policies offer every applicant and beneficiary reasonable accommodation.s and 
program modifications as necessary to ensure meaningful access to benefits. 

• In all SSA policies give notice of righLs under Section 504 in a variety of forms and at every stage of 
the application and review process, particularly those affecting a person's benefits. 

■ In all SSA policies, incorporate methods to ensure that SSA personnel appropriately screen and 
identify people who need reasonable accommodations and/or program modifications. 

Access for Limited English ProOclent Individuals 

• Develop a plan for translating all notices into Spanish and the other major language.^ spoken by 
beneficiaries of SSA programs, starling with SSI program. 

• Do more (o ensure that SSA's policy on Interpreters is uniformly applied. 

• Make compliance with the interpreter policy part of monitoring the performance of state DDSs. 

• Make a concerted effort, as hiring opportunities arise, to hire more bilingual staff for assignment to 
field offices, as this is the best and most economical means of serving LEP individuals. 

• Make informational publications in different languages and English available and visible to people 
who visit local offices. 

• Develop a plan for regularly distributing print versions of these informational publications to 
community groups .serving targeted language populations. 

Helping People Understand Bencnt-Clalmlng Options 

" Issue written policy informing employees that high-quality, informed service is the most important 
job at SSA and that fob performance will be measured on this basis 

• Undertake training programs to provide employees with not only a detailed understanding of 
eligibility and bencRt criteria but also the skills nece.ssary to give the best advice to applicants. 

• Make more complete information about benefits for spouses and surviving spouses available online 
and through SSA staff. 

• Revise the online application process to ensure that applicants are fully informed and have 
considered the consequences of their decision on the amount of their (and spouse's) future lifetime income. 

SSI Education and Outreach 

• Do not restrict to people witliin two months of 65 the requirement that SSDI applicants for whom it 
Is not dear that their SSDI benefits would disqualify them for SSI receive an explanation of SSI requirements 

• Automatically send anyone who Files forTlile II old-age benefits before age 65 and has a low enough 
Title II benefit to potentially quality for SSI a reminder at age 65 that they now meet the age requirement for 
SSI. 

• Consider sending a reminder about possible SSI eligibility periodically (e.g.. once every five years 
with the COLA announcement} to beneficiaries with low Title II benefits. 
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• Request greatly increased funding for outreach to homeless populations, and provide special training 
to specialized claims representatives on some of the unique problems they foce in processing SSI claims for 
homeless people. 

Mandatory Direct Deposit of Benefits 

• Implement a more liberal waiver policy for electronic payment of beneftts. in particular rescinding 
the requirement of a notary. 

• Work with Treasury to make the waiver process more consumer*^cndly and to enable people who 
are unable to manage electronic deposit of benefits to continue receiving a paper check. 

• Continue robust outreach to and notification of beneficiaries regarding the transition to mandatory 
direct deposit - particularly to the limited Rnglish proficient, people with disabilities, and other vulnerable, 
isolated or hard-to^rcach beneficiaries and Future bcncnciarics. 

STRENGTHENING PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING AND CONFIDENCE 

• Commit to building public understanding of the program, which should result In greater confidence 
in it 

• Fully restore the annual mailing of the Social Security StatemenL 

■ Incorporate age-specific Inserts in statement for those age S5 and over, 25-35, and upon birth of a 
child. 

• Seek to educate the public by taking advantage of'tcachable moments’*. 

• Reinvest in the communications functions of the agency. 

• Review and strengthen the agcnc/s national communications capacity. 

TIMELY AND ACCURATE INITIAL DETERMINATIONS. HEARINGS. AND APPEALS 
Initial Determinations 

• Improve the SSI application process by providing an option for individuals to complete an online 
applicatioti for SSI. 

• Continue and expand efforts to accelerate deci.sions for people whose conditions are the mo.st severe 
and/or tenninal. 

• Provide more assistance to claimants at the application level, explaining to the claimant what 
evidence is important and necessary. 

• Ensure that Disability Determination Services obtain necessary and relevant evidence. 

• Expand the list of ’’acceptable medical sources” to include nurse practitioners, physician assistants, 
and licensed clinical social workers. 

• lncrea.se reimbursement I'ates for providers responding to requesLs for medical records. 

• Provide better explanations to all providers about the disability .standards. 

• Provide guidance to adjudicators on proper application of important evaluation rule.s. 

• Improve the quality of consultative examinations. 

The Disability Appeals Process 

• Consider increasing the time for hearing notices from the current 20 days to 7S days. 

• Consider helping claimants obtain representation earlier in the process, so that files are more 
complete earlier in the process. 

• Consider rescinding the policy tliat keeps the All's identity undisclosed until the hearing. 

• Retain ALfs as the adjudicators for the hearing requirement in the Social Security Act. 

Appeals of SSI Suspensions and Benefit Reductions 

• Improve functioning of process for appealing proposed SSI suspensions and benefit reductions. 

• Develop uniform, automated process for inputting requests for reconsideration into the system. 

• Implement a system for tracking reconsiderations that are processed. 

■ Develop automated ^stem for benefit continuation triggered upon filing of a request for 
reconsideration. 
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• Devote more resources lo training staff on the reconsideration process and due process. 

Improper Payments 

• Develop better reporting and recording system to promptly adjust benefit payments. 

• Ensure that beneficiaries who follow the rules are not penalized. 

• Give field ofiicc staff the same incentives to process earnings reports as for completing other work 

■ Develop better earnings reporting and recording sy.stem - including providing an option lor online 
wage reporting — for Title II and SSI beneficiaries. 

• Use SSA's Continuing Disability Review Enforcement Model to help prevent overpayments. 

• Establish an automated process for logging in appeals of adverse determinations that ensures 
benefits continue when an appeal or request for waiver is timely filed. 

• Continue to provide options to access services and request appeals and waivers in local field offices, 
not just through SSA's website. 

RESEARCH AGENDA 
Retirement Research 

• Restore the public policy and research resources at SSA. 

• SSA’s research program should empirically examine benefit and income adequacy, as well as the 
distributional impact of benefit formula reform options. New surveys of beneficiaries should be conducted to 
shed light on the real situations and needs of elderly persons, people with disabilities, and survivors. 

■ Conduct research on interaction between early claiming of retirement benefits and incidence of 
disability. 

Disability Research 

Conduct research on the following topics: 

• adequacy of benefits; 

■ quality of life of beneficiaries, including what beneficiaries spend their benefits on; 

• what happens to claimants not awarded benefits; 

• what happens to young adult recipients of SSI childhood benefits who lose benefits at age 18 as part 
of an age-18 redetermination; 

• the link between health insurance and the decision to apply for benefits; and 

• fragmentation of services (i.e.. across agencies that serve people with disabilities - education, 
vocational education/rehabilltalion, healthcare, etc.). 

Independence of the Office of the Chief Actuary 

• Maintain independence of Office of the Chief Actuary from political interference. 

Research-related Administration 

• Create an Office of Public Policy, equivalent in stature to the Offices of General Counsel. Qi'ief Actuary 
and Inspector General, that would be focused on meebng the policy needs of policymakers, researchers, and 
the American people [as opposed to administrative procedures or other types of operational support}. 

• Improve SSA's legislative development process to be able, upon request, to provide Congress with 
propo.sal.s thataddres.s the goals of simplification, benefit adequacy, benefit equity, and cost .savings. 

• Adopt state-of-the-art IT to store and access data quickly and efficiently. 

Demonstrations 

• Urge Congress to extend SSA's Title II demonstration authority. 


O 



